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CHAPTER 1
WHY WRITE WHEN YOU CAN TELEGRAPH YOUR PUNCHES?

The trouble with writing a book about yourself is that you can't fool around. If you write
about someone else, you can stretch the truth from here to Finland. If you write about
yourself, the slightest deviation makes you realize instantly that there may be honor
among thieves, but you are just a dirty liar.

Although it is generally known, I think it's about time to announce that I was born at a
very early age. Before I had time to regret it, I was four and a half years old. Now that we
are on the subject of age, let's skip it. It isn't important how old I am. What is important,
however, is whether enough people will buy this book to justify my spending the
remnants of my rapidly waning vitality in writing it.

Age is not a particularly interesting subject. Anyone can get old. All you have to do is
live long enough. It always amuses me when the newspapers run a picture of a man who
has finally lived to be a hundred. He's usually a pretty beat-up individual who invariably
looks closer to two hundred than the century mark. It isn't enough that the paper runs a
photo of this rickety, hollow shell. The ancient oracle then has to sound off on the secret
of his longevity. "I've lived longer than all my friends," he croaks, "because I never used
a mattress, always slept on the floor, had raw turkey liver every morning for breakfast,
and drank thirty-two glasses of water a day."

Big deal! Thirty-two glasses of water a day. This is the kind of man who is responsible
for the water shortage in America. Fortunes have been spent in the arid West, trying to
convert sea water into something that can be swallowed with safety, and this old geezer,
instead of drinking eight glasses of water a day like the rest of us, has to guzzle thirty-two
a day, or enough water to keep four normal people going indefinitely.



I still can't understand why I let the publishers talk me into tackling this job. just walk
into any bookstore and take a look at the mountain of books that are currently published
and expected to be sold. Most of them are written by professionals who write well and
have something to say. Nevertheless, a year from now most of these books will be on sale
at half price. If by some miracle this one should become a best seller, the tax department
would get most of the money. However, I don't think there's much danger of this. Why
should anyone buy the thoughts and opinions of Groucho Marx? I have no views that are
worth a damn, and no knowledge that could possibly help anyone.

The big sellers are cookbooks, theological tomes, "how to" books, and re-hashings of the
Civil War. Their motto is, "Keep a Civil War in Your Head."

Titles like, How to Be Happy Though Miserable, Cook Your Way into Your Husband's
Heart and Why General Lee Blew the Duke at Gettysburg sell millions of copies. How
can I ever compete with them?

I don't know anything about cooking. On those frequent occasions when my current cook
storms out, shouting, "You know what you can do with your kitchen!" only the fact that I
have a fairly good supply of pemmican left over from my last trip to Winnipeg saves me
from starvation. Oh, I have some men friends who can wrap a barbecue apron adorned
with funny sayings around their waists, and in two shakes of a lamb's tail (or forty
minutes on the clock) whip up a meal that would make Savarin turn in his bouillabaisse,
but cooking is just not my cup of tea. If I had attempted to write a cookbook it would
have sold about three copies.

I did toy with the idea of doing a cookbook, though. The recipes were to be the routine
ones: how to make dry toast, instant coffee, hearts' of lettuce and brownies. But as an
added attraction, at no extra charge, my idea was to put a fried egg on the cover. I think a
lot of people who hate literature but love fried eggs would buy it if the price was right.
Offhand, this seems like a crazy idea, but a lot of things that seemed nutty at first have
turned out to be substantial contributions to mankind's comfort.

Take mouse traps, for example. Mice weren't always caught with traps. Only a few
centuries ago, if a man wanted to catch a mouse (and many men did), he had to sneak up
to a hole in the corner of the kitchen with a piece of cheese clamped between his teeth.
Incidentally, this is where the expression, "Keep your trap shut" (usually uttered by the
wife just before retiring) came from.

There are many things sold on TV today that are fairly meretricious. People buy these
products because they are merchandised with dogged persistence and more than a
soupqon of deceit. This, of course, doesn't apply to any of the legitimate sponsors, but
mainly to the local charlatans who stop at nothing. Perhaps to merchandise this book
wisely I ought to give away not only the previously mentioned fried egg, but as an added
attraction (at no extra charge) I should give away with each and every book, a hundred



pounds of seed corn. Not ninety pounds, mark you, not eighty pounds, but one hundred
pounds. Where am I going to get the corn? I have already anticipated your question. I'm
going to get it from the farmer. For years the American public has been getting it in the
neck from the farmer and, in return, all we have received is a large bill for farm relief and
rigid price supports.

The reason the farmer gets away with so much is that when a city dweller thinks of the
farmer he visualizes a tall, stringy yokel, with hayseed in his few teeth, subsisting on
turnip greens, skimmed milk and hog jowls and living in a ramshackle dump with his
mule fifty miles from nowhere. But what's the good of my trying to describe it? Erskine
Caldwell wrapped it up neatly in God's Little Acre.

This kind of farmer may have existed years ago, but today the farmer is the best-
protected citizen in the entire economy. As a city dweller, I can assure you that there is
no love lost between the urbanite and the farmer (unless the farmer has a daughter).

Each year the government is faced with the same problem-how to dispose of the corn
surplus. They've tried everything: storing it on battleships, dumping it in silos (with the
hope that the rats and squirrels will make away with some of it); they've even tried giving
it away free to the moonshiners. But the White Mule business ain't what it used to be.
The moonshiners now want potatoes because the American public has switched over to
vodka. Well, the government's problem can be solved very easily. Just give me the corn
my book so sorely needs.

The government's eternal solicitude for the rustic has got the rest of the country gagging.
Why don't they do something for the book publisher and the author? Why don't they do
away with literary critics who, in three fine sentences, can cripple the sale of any book?
Did you ever hear of a farm critic coming out and saying, "Farmer Snodgrass' corn is not
up to his last year's crop." Or, "Another year's crop like this one, and he'll be back
digging sewers for the county asylum."

The book publishers of America, you'll notice, have no lobby in Washington looking
after their interests. They have a surplus of books they would like to plow under, but they
haven't got enough money to buy the hole to bury them in.

The public is pretty angry at the farmer. No matter how many farmers we plow under,
those fake rustics manage to gouge more money out of the government than all the other
pressure groups combined. Now it's about time the American farmers did something for
the people. So, if the publishers who sucked me into this job have anything on the ball,
instead of hanging around Madison Avenue lapping up vodka martinis, they should be
out hustling, putting pressure on the government and also on the farmers. If my
publishers are successful in getting the free seed corn, this could easily become The Book
of the Year. Just think what you would get for your lousy four bucks-a fried egg, a bag of
corn, and the combined wisdom of Groucho Marx. And all for a poultry four dollars. And



remember, this book wouldn't have to be sold just in the bookstores. It could be sold in
supermarkets, lunchrooms, garden supply shops and drive-in theatres.

Nowadays things have to be merchandised. You can't just write a book and expect the
public to rush out and buy it unless it's a classic. I could write a classic if I wanted to, but
I'd rather write for the little people. When I walk down the street I don't care a hoot if
people point a finger at me and say, "Look at him. He just wrote a classic!" No, I'd rather
have them say admiringly, "What a trashy writer! But who else writing today gives away
a fried egg and a bag of corn with each copy of his book?"

They say that every man has a book in him. This is about as accurate as most
generalizations. Take, for example, "Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man you-know-
what." This is a lot of hoopla. Most wealthy people I know like to sleep late, and will fire
the help if they are disturbed before three in the afternoon. Pray tell (I cribbed that from
Little Women), who are the people who get up at the crack of dawn? Policemen, firemen,
garbage collectors, bus drivers, department store clerks and others in the lower income
bracket. You don't see Marilyn Monroe getting up at six in the morning. The truth is, I
don't see Marilyn getting up at any hour, more's the pity. I'm sure if you had your choice,
you would rather watch Miss Monroe rise at three in the afternoon than watch the most
efficient garbage collector in your town hop out of bed at six.

Unfortunately, the temptation to write about yourself is irresistible, especially when you
are prodded into it by a crafty publisher who has slyly baited you into doing it with a
miserly advance of fifty dollars and a box of cheap cigars.

It all started innocently enough. Years ago, influenced by the famous diaries of Samuel
Pepys, I too started keeping a diary. Incidentally, I think that the Peeps or Peppies or
Pipes diaries would be much more popular today had there been a universal
pronunciation of his name. Many times, at a fashionable literary dinner party, I have been
tempted to discuss the Pepys diaries, but I was always uncertain as to the proper
pronounciation of his name. For example, if you said "Peeps" the lady on your left would
invariably say, "Pardon me, but don't you mean Pipes?" And the partner on your right
would say, "I'm sorry, but you're both wrong. It's Peppies." If Peeps, Pipes or Peppies had
been smart enough to pick a name like Joe Blow, every schoolboy in America would be
reading his diaries today instead of being out in the streets stealing hub caps.

At this point during the party, if you are wise, you abandon the literary gambit and Pepys
and plunge into some subject that you know something about, such as the batting and
fielding averages of George Sisler. A discussion of George Sisler will quickly bring about
the exodus of the two dumpy dowagers between whom your hostess has so thoughtfully
planted you. This gives you an opportunity to smile tenderly at that cute little starlet
across the table, the one whom nature has so generously endowed with the good things in
life.



I don't know what TV and free love have done to the book publishing business, but one
of the biggest blocks to the launching of a literary masterpiece (which this
unquestionably will be) is the freeloader.

Getting off the subject of Marilyn Monroe-and don't think it's easy-I'd like to say a few
unkind words about the miserly Scrooge known in bookish circles as "the browser." I'm
sure you have seen him in many a bookstore. He reads a review in The New Yorker,
Atlantic Monthly or The Saturday Review of some new book that sounds pretty tasty.
Fortified with this briefing, he casually enters a bookstore, ferrets out a copy of the book,
and if he is a rapid reader (or "skimmer," as he is known in the trade) he gets through it
pretty thoroughly in forty-five minutes. He then scrams unobtrusively through a side door
so that he can come back another day and help pauperize some other hard-working
author.

In the event that the owner of the bookstore is foolish enough to ask if he can be of
assistance, this creep (knowing he is trapped) will be crafty enough to ask for Frangams
History of the Chinese Wall or A Comprehensive Compendium o f the Argine
Confederacy. A man will think nothing of paying four or five dollars for a pair of pants,
but he'll think a long time before he'll pony up the same amount of money for a book.

This opus started out as an autobiography, but before I was aware of it I realized it would
be nothing of the kind. It is almost impossible to write a truthful autobiography. Maybe
Proust, Gide and a few others did it, but most autobiographies take good care to conceal
the author from the public. In nearly all cases, what the public finally buys is a discreet
tome with the facts slyly concealed, full of hogwash and ambiguity.

Except in the case of professional writers, most of these untrue confessions are not even
written by the man whose name is on the book jacket. Large letters will proclaim it to be
THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY of CHARLES W. MOONSTRUCK, and letters small enough
to fit the head of a pin will whisper, "As told to Joe Flamingo." Joe Flamingo, the actual
writer, is the drudge who has wasted two years of his life for a miserly stipend, setting
down and embellishing the few halting words of Charles W. Moonstruck. When the book
finally appears in print, Moonstruck struts all over town asking his friends (the few he
has), "Did you read my book? . . . You know, I've never written before . . .I had no idea
writing was so easy! . . . I must do another book soon."

He forgets that he hasn't written a word of this undistinguished epic and, except for the
fact that he told his "ghost" where he was born and when (he even lied a little about this),
his literary stooge had to ad lib and create the three hundred deathless pages himself.

This is indeed the age of the "ghost." Most of the palaver that emanates from bankers,
politicians, actors, industrialists and others in the high-bracket zones is written by
undernourished hacks who keep body and soul together writing reams of schweinerei for
flannel-mouthed stuffed shirts.



Like it or not, this is the kind of an age we're living in.

I'm really sticking my neck out with this blast at ghostwriting. I know damned well I'm
no Faulkner, Hemingway, Camus or Perelman . .. . or even Kathleen Winsor. As a matter
of fact, I'm not even the same sex as Kathleen.

But every word of this stringy, ill-written farrago is being sweated out by me.

The fact remains that most autobiographies don't have too many facts remaining. Ninety
per cent of them are ninety per cent fiction. If the real truth were ever written about most
men in public life, there wouldn't be enough jails to house them. Lying has become one
of the biggest industries in America.

Let's take, for example, the relationship that exists between husband and wife. Even
when they're celebrating their golden wedding anniversary and have said "I love you" a
million times to each other, publicly and privately, you know as well as I do that they've
never really told each other the truth-the real truth. I don't mean the superficial things
like, "Your mother is a louse!" or "Why don't we get an expensive car instead of that tin
can we're riding around in?" No, I mean the secret thoughts that run through their minds
when they wake up in the middle of the night and see imaginary things on the wall.

If two people who have been happily married for fifty years can be so successful in
keeping their innermost thoughts to themselves, how in hell can you expect an
autobiography, which theoretically is going to be read by thousands of people, to be
anything but a long list of semi-fabrications? The private thoughts that percolate through
the minds of individuals remain in deep, dark recesses and never come to the surface.

As far as I recall, most of the incidents I'm relating are true, but actually you don't know
me any better now than when you started reading this madcap adventure. I don't say that
this is a calamity. My guess is, you're open to congratulations. What I mean is, you
haven't the faintest idea of what goes on within me. Just remember, "Every man is an
island unto himself." (This may not be the precise quote, but I haven't got time to look it
up. I'm getting a massage at three o'clock, and besides I'm running out of paper.)

I suppose one could write a factual, honest and truthful autobiography, but to play it safe
it would have to be published posthumously. I, for one, believe I could write a sensational
book if I were willing to reveal my innermost thoughts and feelings about life in general
and me in particular.

But what good would a posthumous book do me? Even if it turned out to be a best seller
and was picked up later and condensed by the Reader's Digest, I would get nothing out of
it. So until they figure out some way that you can take it with you, what you're getting
here is pure ersatz Groucho. You'd be better off just reading the dictionary or pruning
fruit trees.



CHAPTER 2
WHO NEEDS MONEY? (WE DID)

Give or take a few years, [ was born around the turn of the century. I won't say which
century. Everyone is allowed one guess.

We had a crowded household in our Yorkville Shangri-la on New York's Upper East
Side. In addition to the five brothers-Chico, Harpo, Groucho, Gummo and Zeppo, in the
order of our age-there were my mother and father (in fact, they got there before we did),
my mother's father and mother, an adopted sister and a steady stream of poor relations
that flowed through our house night and day.

They came for laughs, they came for food and they came for advice. I don't know who
paid for the food. It must have been the local markets, for we moved from one Yorkville
precinct to another as often as a gypsy caravan. In those days you could move all your
possessions for ten bucks, and this was much cheaper than paying the bills.

At any rate, there always seemed to be enough to feed everyone.

Whatever our visitors came for, they always came to my mother-never to my father. She
advised them about their love lives, where to find jobs and how to stay out of trouble. She
engineered loans when they needed money. How she did it was always a source of
wonder to me, but she invariably came through. She patched up marriages that were
foundering and she outtalked the landlord, the grocer, the butcher and anyone else to
whom we owed money. Her maneuvers were a triumph of skill, chicanery and
imagination.

My Pop was a tailor, and sometimes he made as much as eighteen dollars a week. But he
was no ordinary tailor. His record as the most inept tailor that Yorkville ever produced
has never been approached. This could even include parts of Brooklyn and the Bronx.

The notion that Pop was a tailor was an opinion that was held only by him. To his
customers he was known as "Misfit Sam." He was the only tailor I ever heard of who
refused to use a tape measure. A tape measure might be all right for an undertaker, he
maintained, but not for a tailor who had the unerring eye of an eagle. He insisted that a
tape measure was pure swank and utter nonsense, adding that if a tailor had to measure a
man he couldn't be much of a tailor in the first place. Pop boasted that he could size up a
man just by looking at him, and turn out a perfect fit. The results of his appraisals were
about as accurate as Chamberlain's predictions about Hitler.

Our neighborhood was full of Pop's customers. They were easily recognizable in the
street, for they all walked around with one trouser leg shorter than the other, one sleeve
longer than the other or coat collars undecided where to rest. The inevitable result was



that my father never had the same customers twice. This meant that he had to be
constantly on the prowl for new business, and as our neighborhood became more
populated with gents dressed in misfit clothing, he had to find locations where his
reputation had not preceded him. He roamed far and wide-Hoboken, Passaic, Nyack and
beyond. As his reputation grew, he was forced to go farther and farther from the home
base to snare new victims. Many weeks his carfare was larger than his income.

And his corns and bunions, tended by one of my favorite uncles, the talented Dr.
Krinkler, were bigger than both of them.

How my mother managed is a mystery beyond explaining. Alexander Hamilton may
have been the greatest Secretary of the Treasury, but I would have liked to see him
handle my mother's job as skillfully as she did.

It's amazing how proficient a man can be in one field and how incompetent in another.
My father should have been a chef. He usually cooked dinner for all of us. Everyone has
met a few people like this. He could take two eggs, some stale bread, a few assorted
vegetables and a hunk of cheap meat, and convert this into something fit for the gods,
assuming that there are any left.

Like most women, my mother hated cooking and would walk miles out of her way to
avoid the kitchen. But my father's culinary skill enabled my mother to swing some pretty
sharp deals in later years. When our vaudeville act was just getting started, one of
mother's shrewdest gambits was to invite the booking agents over for one of Pop's meals.
After eating his food the agents were softened up to the point where Mother could do
business with them on her terms.

An aunt of mine had a daughter by her current husband. When he got a look at the kid,
he blew to Canada and was never seen again. Actually, the girl had a pretty good shape,
as we called it in those innocent days, and all the other necessary equipment to snare a
man. One of my father's pinochle-playing acquaintances was a plumber named
Appelbaum. He was around forty and a confirmed bachelor. He liked women but had a
violent distaste for marriage.

My mother liked this girl, whose name was Sally, and realized that Sally would never get
married through her own initiative or charms. A born matchmaker, my mother got busy.
She had met Appelbaum one day while he was playing pinochle at our house. By an odd
coincidence, Sally was also present. Appelbaum was persuaded to stay for dinner. My
father had prepared quite a good meal that night, and after much lip smacking and a few
belches and grunts from Appelbaum, my mother informed him that Sally had cooked the
whole dinner with her own fragile little hands.

Appelbaum came often after that, and Sally was always there, serving up my father's
ragouts. This was a pretty soft setup for a bachelor--a free meal, followed later in the
evening by auction pinochle with my father and another pigeon who lived upstairs.



Appelbaum not only left the house with indigestion, but frequently with a dollar or two of
my father's money, which Pop could ill afford to lose. One night, when Appelbaum was
in a particularly logy condition, my mother said, "Bernard" (for that was his name), "did
you ever think of getting married? A bachelor doesn't live . . . he just exists. He ought to
have a nice, cozy little flat. And with a girl like Sally to cook for him, life could be
idyllic."

Appelbaum wasn't sure what idyllic meant, but neither was my mother. She just
happened across the word one day while reading an ad for an around-the-world cruise.

At that moment Sally came into the room, swinging her hips and winking a little as she
walked. My mother rushed over and, in a hoarse voice, whispered, "Beat it! I think I've
got him!" This is the way fishermen talk about hooking a marlin. At the suggestion of
marriage, the expression on Appelbaum's kisser resembled that of a hooked fish. My
mother, seeing that she had him on the line, really played him. Darrow, at the Loeb-
Leopold trial, couldn't have been more eloquent or convincing. Before the evening was
over, she had extracted a weak promise that he would consent to marry the girl of my
mother's choice.

The wedding was held at Shafer's Casino in the Bronx, and a goodly crowd-mostly my
relatives-showed up. They weren't much interested in the wedding, but the free feed that
would follow the ceremony brought them flying.

There were about fifty in our gang. Appelbaum came alone. Apparently he was ashamed
of the whole transaction and didn't want any of his friends to witness his defeat. I imagine
if I saw this casino today it would look pretty shabby. But at the time it possessed all the
majesty, in my eyes, of a combination of Windsor Castle and the Gardens of Versailles.

At last, the rabbi appeared and the ceremony got under way. The rabbi (a real ham, and I
know this is an incongruity) went into a long, dreary Hebrew sermon. Harpo and I, bored
with the rabbinical rhetoric, principally because we understood none of it, strayed to the
men's room to kill time until the food arrived. For some peculiar reason which I don't
recall, we both decided it would be a challenge to jump up and down together on one of
the urinals. I'm not an expert on this kind of plumbing, but I'm sure these structures
weren't built to withstand the weight of approximately two hundred pounds of boy
jumping on them. Suddenly the whole thing sheared off as though it were made of
cheese, and a miniature Niagara Falls began to spout from the pipes. Not knowing what
to do, we rushed out and rejoined the throng watching the ceremony.

Somehow the owner of the casino quickly got wind of the disaster. Only seconds later,
be came storming out of his office, screaming, "Stop the wedding! Stop the wedding!"
When the noise subsided, he yelled, "Someone's been in the men's room and knocked off
a urinal! If I find out who it was," he added furiously, "I'll kill him!" Then he turned to
my mother, who had made the deal for the hall, and said that unless someone forked over
thirty-eight dollars for the urinal there would be no further ceremony. The wedding was



off! It was long ago, and it may be only my imagination, but if [ remember correctly this
was the only time that I noticed a ray of hope in the groom's eye.

My mother, undaunted, grabbed somebody's hat and proceeded to take up a collection.
Although there were fifty of us, the best our crowd could do was seventeen dollars.
Appelbaum, by this time half hooked by the ceremony, the rabbi's fee, the rent and the
dinner, reluctantly put up the balance of the thirty-eight dollars. The wedding then
proceeded, and Sally and Appelbaum lived happily ever after. This story is true, even
including the happy ending. Only the names have been changed to protect me against one
of the prettiest law suits since the Peaches Browning case.

One day shortly after the Appelbaum nuptials, my father came home in high spirits. He
had finally persuaded a fat, rich confectioner named Stookfleisch to order a suit for
Easter. My father's regular fee for one of his sartorial monstrosities was twenty dollars,
but Stookfleisch weighed 350 pounds and they finally settled on twenty-eight dollars.
Because of the extra cloth required, my father realized he wouldn't make any money on
this deal, but this confectioner was a social leader in the candy and ice-cream circles, and
Pop knew that if the suit pleased him there was a likelihood that he could capture the
trade of all the prosperous butchers, grocers, brewers and shop-keepers on the East Side.
My father was so determined to clinch this lucrative business that he invested three
dollars in a competent tailor to help him measure this man-mountain. Stookfleisch had a
preliminary fitting, and to my father's amazement, the suit needed very little altering.

On Saturday the suit was finished and carefully packed in a cardboard box. With the
promise of a free ice-cream soda, I was instructed to deliver it early Sunday morning in
time for the Easter Parade on First Avenue. With the precious box under my arm I
skipped happily toward Stookfleisch's confectionery store and the creamy chocolate soda
I had finally decided upon. Halfway through the soda I heard the roar of a wounded
animal. Descending upon me was this huge, fat giant, wearing just the upper half of the
suit my father had so carefully tailored. The bottom half was his underwear. "What the
hell did you do with my pants?" he trumpeted. Reluctantly but hastily leaving the half
finished soda, I leaped for the front door and ran all the way home.

When I arrived, my father, beaming with anticipation, was waiting to greet me at the
front door. "Well," he asked eagerly, "how did Stookfleisch like the suit? I'll bet he never
had a pair of pants that fit him like that!"

"Pop," I said, "you may be right, but there wasn't any pants."

"What do you mean, there wasn't any pants? There was pants in that box yesterday and
they certainly didn't walk out by themselves!"

My father was right. They didn't walk out by themselves. They were lifted out.
Naturally, suspicion pointed to Chico.



When anything was missing around the house -the shears my father used for cutting the
suits, the silver watch Gummo had received for his Bar Mitzvah, the silver-headed cane
my grandfather carried when he went for a walk-the finger of suspicion immediately
pointed toward Chico and a pawnshop on Third Avenue. The missing objects invariably
meant that, financially, things were once again going badly for Chico at the poolroom in
Harlem.

Today, when foreign nations need money, they just tap the Treasury in Washington. But
for Chico there was no such financial haven. The only way he could get quick cash was
to hock one of the pitifully few possessions that the Marx menage offered. Thanks to
Chico's diligence, there were times when the pawnshop on Third Avenue contained more
of the Marx family's possessions than the Marx fiat did.

Pop knew exactly where to go for the missing pants. Monday morning, hanging gaily in
the window of the pawnshop, were Mr. Stookfleisch's roomy trousers, and inside the
shop was my father negotiating a new deal. In exchange for Stookfleisch's missing ones,
he agreed to make the pawnbroker another pair of pants.

After I had described the confectioner's rage, there wasn't anyone in the house with
enough courage to deliver the bottom part of the suit. To make matters worse, now that
the Easter Parade was over, Stookfleisch didn't want the coat or the pants. A few days
later he sent the coat back.

My father's dream of capturing the East Side trade had resulted in a financial nightmare.
And who was to blame? No one but that prince of gamblers, Chico. Determined to get his
hands on Chico's throat, Pop waited up for his eldest son to come home. But Chico, no
fool, had sneaked in the back way, up the fire escape. My father, torn between vengeance
and drowsiness, finally fell asleep in a chair by the front door. When he woke up the next
morning, Chico was already off to more exciting pastures.

The huge suit hung unwanted in the closet for months. None of my father's customers
could wear it. No one could wear it except Stookfleisch. One day, my father, being short
of ready cash, took the suit back to the pawnshop and hocked it for ten dollars. It hung in
the window for two weeks. On the third week a stout gentleman waddled into the shop
and inquired about the suit. The pawnbroker, now realizing he had a dead horse on his
hands, let it go for eight dollars. And the lucky owner? You guessed it. The prominent
confectioner from the East Side -Stookfleisch.

Pop's income as a tailor hovered between eighteen dollars a week and nothing. I don't
know whether he ever worried about this or not. If he did, he never displayed it. He was a
happy man, full of the joie de vivre of his native Alsace in France. He loved to laugh.
Frequently he laughed at a joke he didn't understand, and after we explained it to him he
would laugh all over again. He loved auction pinochle with a passion most men reserve
for fame, fortune or a dame. He preferred Harpo's or Chico's company to mine, for they
were both excellent pinochle players, while I was hopeless. I have never possessed any
talent for playing cards. I have occasionally played poker for high stakes, but I've always



emerged a loser. After thirty minutes of forced concentration, my mind begins to wander
and I start cracking jokes or talking politics. I soon found out, however, that playing cards
was a grim business and not the proper setting for humor.

My father was disappointed in me because card playing seemed to me a dull way to
spend an evening. There were so many other, more interesting things to do-girls, sitting
on the front stoop in the evening, singing quartet harmony, reading, going to the
Nickelodeon. Pinochle was for older men, and gamblers.

"Julie," my father would say, "until you learn to be a good pinochle player you will
never be a real man." At that, he may have been right. [ never did become a real man. But
I doubt if pinochle had anything to do with it.

Pop occasionally became disgusted with the tailoring business, and he would then
embark upon something so grandiose in concept that, if you knew my father, you'd know
it was doomed from the start. Some years later, after the Marx menage had moved to
Chicago, he made a suit for a railroad porter by the name of Alexander Jefferson, a
talented individual who, by throwing a mean and shifty pair of dice, had managed to
accumulate fifty dollars. Mr. Jefferson assured my father that shooting craps was not his
regular profession, that he was a porter by trade; but he added that if an unusually
attractive proposition presented itself he would not be averse to sinking his entire fifty
into it.

My father, always on the alert for some miraculous windfall, told Mr. Jefferson that one
day, while thumbing through the new issue of The Tailor's Guide, he had come across an
ad for a new type of pants-pressing machine. It was practically automatic and could, with
a minimum of human help, press two hundred pairs of pants a day. In those days, pants
were always pressed by hand. No pants presser, even if he were loaded with benzedrine,
could possibly press more than fifty pairs a day. Inflamed by the porter's fifty bucks, my
father shouted hysterically, "We'll buy this machine and drive all the independent pants-
pressers out of business. Look how simple it is. They all charge twenty-five cents a pair.
We'll press them for twenty! Let's see, two hundred pairs at twenty cents-that's forty
dollars a day, not counting Sundays. That makes two hundred and forty dollars a week!"
Floating along on his rosy dreams, Pop continued, "And, furthermore, we won't stop here.
We'll open stores all over America, and after we've bottled up the American business,
we'll invade Europe!"

Mr. Jefferson, possessing fifty dollars in hard cash, was naturally more cautious than my
father. "Mr. Marx," he asked, "how much does this machine cost?"

"Eight hundred dollars. But what's the difference? We'll pay it off in no time. It's just a
hundred dollars down and a hundred a month. After Europe, we'll tie up the Orient!"

My father didn't know it, but at that time they were still wearing kimonos in the Orient.



Despite my father's wild enthusiasm, Mr. Jefferson was still loath to part with his fifty.
"Okay, Mr. Marx. If you think it's all right, I'll put up my fifty. But before I put up my
money, I'd like to see your fifty."

My father didn't expect this from Mr. Jefferson and he resented it. He wouldn't have
resented it, but the fact of the matter was, he didn't have fifty dollars. He had thirteen
dollars in pinochle winnings, stashed safely away and carefully concealed from my
mother. But thirteen dollars was a far cry from the necessary fifty. In order to become the
tycoon of the pants-pressing industry, he still needed thirty-seven dollars.

Of all people, he told his problem to Chico, who of course immediately tried to borrow
the thirteen dollars from my father. Failing at this, he came up with his stock reply to any
problem. "There's a big crap game tonight at a poolroom on South State Street. If you let
me roll for you and the dice are hot, we can take your thirteen dollars and run it up to
fifty." Chico was hot, the dice were hot and my father now had the necessary fifty for Mr.
Jefferson-enough for his share of the down payment on the pressing machine.

Two weeks later, the magic pants-presser was installed. Outside, on a swinging sign, the
names of Marx and Jefferson proudly waved. Today, these two names represent political
theories that are as far apart as the average married couple; but to this particular Marx and
Jefferson it meant only fame and fortune.

This machine was everything the ad claimed it was. It was almost human, but much
faster. It could press a pair of pants in fifteen seconds, and it stood ready and eager for the
avalanche of pants that was soon to descend upon it.

Automation was about to shake the pants-pressing industry to its foundations.

Only one thing had been overlooked. Customers. It developed that most people had
cleaners and pressers in their own neighborhoods and they didn't seem to want to lug
their pants blocks out of their way to save a measly nickel.

I visited the shop the second week to see the machine in action. The place was as calm
and peaceful as a small Mexican village during the siesta hours. Neither of the partners

was present. In the back of the shop I found a little colored boy playing with a top.
"Where is Mr. Jefferson?" I asked.

"Oh, Dad?" the boy answered. "He got a job as a porter again. He said Mr. Marx should
run the machine."

"And where is Mr. Marx?" I asked.
"Mr. Marx said if anyone calls for him, he's back of the cigar store, playing pinochle."

The first of the next month, the company backed up a truck and carted the magic
machine away. My father went back to the tailoring business, a sadder and wiser man.



No, not wiser-just sadder, for his thirteen dollars was gone forever. He might just as well
have given it to Chico.

CHAPTER 3
HOME IS WHERE YOU HANG YOUR HEAD

As far back as I can remember, my grandmother and grandfather lived with us in
whatever Yorkville flat we happened to be occupying at the time. They had been
performers in Germany-he a ventriloquist and she a harpist who yodeled while plucking
the strings. His name was Lafe Schoenberg and her name was Fanny. (In those days the
name Fanny still had vestiges of respectability.) When he was fifty they migrated to
America.

Lafe lived to be a hundred and one, and in doing so thumbed his nose at all the rules of
longevity. He smoked ten long black cigars a day; these he rolled from the leavings of a
tobacco factory. Between cigars, he smoked a pipe that had all the fragrance of an old suit
of heavy underwear burning in a damp cellar. Any time he wanted to be alone, all he had
to do was enter a room with his pipe. One whiff of his miniature incinerator sent the
occupants rushing for the open air. His pipe could give any skunk in the land a lesson in
pungency. We tried hiding it, but he was always able to track it down by the odor.

Lafe drank a pint of whiskey a day. This was not bonded bourbon, but a concoction
made from the residue of a small distillery that was only too happy to give the stuff away.
Lafe's eyesight was as good as Daniel Boone's, and until he was ninety-five he never
wore a pair of glasses. He was as straight and erect as a telephone pole, and almost as tall.

Since neither my grandfather nor my grandmother spoke any English, they were unable
to get any theatrical dates in America. For some curious reason there seemed to be
practically no demand for a German ventriloquist and a woman harpist who yodeled in a
foreign language.

Lafe, disappointed at his theatrical reception in the new country, reluctantly decided to
abandon show business, and for some inexplicable reason he chose a career as far
removed from the theatre as he could conceivably get. Having never repaired an
umbrella, he decided, after much deliberation, to become an umbrella-mender. From the
number of umbrellas he repaired, it must have been the driest season in the history of the
New York Weather Bureau. During one solid year he repaired exactly seven umbrellas
for a grand total of $12.50. This was hardly a great sum, certainly not enough to keep a
man and his wife in luxury. Licking his wounds, Lafe decided to retire from the
umbrella-mending business and embark on a new career. The new career consisted of
never doing another day's work until he died, forty-nine years later.



When my grandparents first arrived in America, my grandmother used to play the harp
and sing every day. As the reports of her husband's career in the umbrella-repair business
drifted in, the singing gradually ceased. After a while, the little harp was stowed away in
the closet never to be heard from again-until, one day, Harpo discovered it. Some of the
strings were missing and it had no pedals for the sharps and flats; but to a boy whose only
musical instrument up to then had been a ten-cent tin whistle, this cheap little harp, by
comparison, had all the majesty of a concert piano. In time, Harpo wangled enough
money from my mother to get the missing strings replaced. Soon he could play any
simple song-unless, of course, it had sharps or flats.

One day the harp disappeared. Harpo was frantic. He searched our flat a dozen times. He
searched the halls, the streets, the neighborhood. The harp had vanished as mysteriously
as if it had been removed by unseen hands. The fact is, the harp had been removed by
unseen hands, but we knew only too well from previous experience that the unseen hands
belonged to Chico.

Harpo was inconsolable. Without his beloved harp the world was just an empty planet.
My mother's instructions to my father were brief and direct. "Sam, go to the hockshop on
Third Avenue. Somewhere in there you will find the missing harp."

After much haggling, my father made a deal with the owner of the pawnshop. In
exchange for the harp, he promised to tailor a pair of his famous, ill-fitting trousers. Later
that day he triumphantly brought the instrument home and put it back in the closet. That
done, he proceeded to beat the hell out of Chico. Fortunately for Chico, his hide was
made of stern stuff; the occasional beltings he received never seemed to deter him from
his constant and frantic search for funds. Chico actually had three homes: the pawnshop,
the poolroom and our crowded flat. To the flat he came only for food and shelter.

It has always been a matter of wonder to me how one set of parents can spawn so many
different kinds of children. Chico, for example, had a brain as fast and accurate as a
calculating machine. He could solve mathematical problems in his head faster than I
could do them with pencil, paper and an abacus. His mind worked like those of the
Russian chess prodigies who, at the age of twelve, can casually stroll among a dozen
chess experts and, with a few magical moves, leave them bewitched, bothered and
destroyed. With his natural flair for mathematics, Chico should have followed in the
footsteps of Euclid or Einstein, but as with all of us, the scholastic life never appealed to
him. He always had high marks in public school, but he had no interest in it.

His interests lay far afield, in the galloping nags at Belmont and Pimlico, the ten ball in
the side pocket, and bridge, poker and pinochle for stakes always higher than he could
afford. If there was no action around, he would play solitaire and bet against himself.

When we were young we lived on Ninety-third Street and played all the kid games
together, such as prisoner's base, stoop ball, one o'cat and the rest. Chico found out early



that these same games were also being played on Ninety-fourth Street, but there they
played for money. So, except for eating time and sleeping time, we saw very little of
Chico. I'll never understand how he found time to practice the piano. I have a hunch that,
to make it interesting, he always bet with himself whether he would hit the C or the D
flat.

Harpo was the solid man in the family. He inherited all of my mother's good qualities-
kindness, understanding and friendliness. I inherited what was left. At that time Harpo
was an errand boy for a butcher shop and had very little interest in the provisions he was
lugging around for his boss. His thoughts were miles away from pot roast, calf's liver and
stewed rabbit. He was thinking of Beethoven, Mozart and Bach.

When Chico practiced the piano, my mother used to sit alongside him with a broom
handle to make sure that he fulfilled his allotted half hour. Once this compulsory chore
ended, Chico would disappear. As soon as the piano stool was vacant, Harpo would slide
in and sit there, experimenting with chords and runs. Harpo should have had the lessons,
but they cost twenty-five cents each, and there wasn't enough money for both of them.

Although we had very little money, we went to Europe when I was five years old. My
mother came from a small town in Germany, called Donum. It had a population of about
three hundred. This included four cows that had accidentally strayed there from a
neighboring town.

A cousin of ours was going along with her two little daughters. They were six and eight
years old. My mother would have liked to take all of us along, but she had borrowed the
money from her cousin and there was only enough to take two. Not wishing to show any
partiality, she called us all together and explained that only two could go. She added that
the two who didn't go would each get a three-dollar express wagon. Harpo and Gummo,
with their customary acumen, elected to take the express wagons. So my mother, Chico
and I, and the two little girls and their mother, embarked on a tub that could be called a
passenger liner only because it carried a hundred impoverished passengers.

At that time, my mother was very young and very pretty, and a young chap who was
taking fifty horses to Germany (probably to be cut up into bologna) relentlessly pursued
her around the ship. She was happily married and wanted no part of him or anyone else.
Besides, he always smelled like horses. Hell hath no fury like a potential lover rejected,
so the night before the boat docked at Bremen he came to our cabin, woke us up, gave us
each a bar of chocolate and told us there was a masquerade party on the top deck, and
that my mother had asked us to come up naked. We were very young and pretty sleepy,
but when he waved those bars of chocolate under our noses, we didn't hesitate. We
caused quite a sensation when we walked into the party.

Mother had light-blond hair and the kind of hourglass figure that, in those days, was
taken for granted. When I was young, men (and even boys) would talk admiringly or



otherwise about a girl's legs or, in more genteel circles, her "limbs. " Today the leg has
virtually disappeared as a sex symbol. You can still view them-in fact, better than ever-
but they are no longer an object of conversation. The emphasis has shifted from below
the knee to the full-blown bust. It doesn't even have to be a genuine one. Underneath the
dress or blouse may be rubber or canvas or both. Apparently all that matters is that
whatever substance there is behind the blouse should protrude an unreasonable distance
outward. This form of female deceit may conceivably be responsible for more first-year
divorces than the inability of the groom to support his wife in the manner the bride's
mother feels she is entitled to, the clashing of totally different temperaments, or any of
the other frictions that send young couples scurrying to the analyst's couch and the
divorce courts.

As my mother advanced toward middle age, the inevitable spread appeared,
accompanied by the graying of the golden hair. In those days, beauty parlors were few
and far apart and were patronized only by the rich. My mother started applying peroxide
to hide the tattletale gray, but she was so busy bringing up five boys and running a home
that she had neither the time nor the patience to do it properly. The result was, she
applied the peroxide quickly and haphazardly. Frequently one side of her hair would be a
golden yellow and the other side a speckled gray. One day, disgusted with the whole
approach to perpetual girlhood, she chucked the peroxide in the ashcan and bought a
bright golden wig.

My mother, like almost all women of that period, wore corsets. When my folks were
going visiting it was one of the evening's highlights to watch my father tugging at the
corset strings in a desperate, and sometimes futile, attempt to encase her increasingly
buxom figure in a corset that was always two sizes too small. Once the final string was
tied and her blond wig adjusted, off they would go. to someone's house for an evening of
two-cent poker. As soon as the game was in full swing, my mother would head for the
bathroom and return a few minutes later with the corset carelessly wrapped in newspaper
and the garters gaily dangling from the sides. A few hands later there would be another
disappearance. This time the wig would come off. Only then was she really ready for a
fling at Lady Luck.

I once asked, "Mom, why do you wear that tight corset and that silly wig? They're
uncomfortable and, besides, everybody knows they're phony."

"Julie," she would answer, "you don't understand. When a lady goes out for the evening
she likes to look nice."

"I know, Mom, but as soon as you get to someone's house you remove the wig and
corset."

"Naturally," -she replied. "I take them off because they're uncomfortable. But look how
nice I look when I arrive!"

I couldn't follow this logic, but to her it made sense.



CHAPTER 4
OUT ON A LIMB OF MY FAMILY TREE

I'm sure it's no great secret, nor is it terribly important, but for posterity and the ages my
real name is Julius Henry Marx. The original reason I was tagged with this name was
pretty logical, but like most things that happened in our family it didn't turn out the way it
was planned.

Most parents who name their children Julius do so because of their admiration for that
renowned Roman statesman, general and all-around lover.

Some name their children Julius because they happen to have a record at home of Julius
La Rosa singing "Love Me Tonight." As John Ruskin once said, of the two reasons the
second one is certainly the more sensible. It is better to name a kid after a live singer than
a dead general.

I was named Julius for a more practical reason. Late in the nineteenth century there was
an Uncle Julius in our family. He was five-feet-one in his socks, holes and all. He had a
brown spade beard, thick glasses and a head topped off with a bald spot about the size of
a buckwheat cake. My mother somehow got the notion that Uncle Julius was wealthy,
and she told my father that it would be a brilliant piece of strategy were they to make him
my godfather.

At the moment I was being born, Uncle Julius was in the back room of a cigar store on
Third Avenue, dealing them off the bottom. When word reached him that he had been
made my godfather, he dropped everything, including two aces he had up his sleeve, and
quickly rushed over to our flat.

In a speech so moist with emotion that he was blinded by his own eyeglasses, he said
that he was overwhelmed by this sentimental gesture on our part and hinted that my
future-a rosy one-was irrevocably linked with his. At the conclusion of his speech, still
unable to see through his misty lenses, he kissed my father, handed my mother a cigar
and ran back to the pinochle game.

Two weeks later he moved in, paper suitcase and all. As time went by, my mother
discovered that Uncle Julius not only seemed to be without funds but, what was even
worse, that he owed my father thirty-four dollars.

My father offered to throw him out, but my mother thought that would be a mistake. She
said she had read of many cases where rich men led miserly lives and then left
tremendous fortunes to their heirs when they died.



Well, he remained with us until I got married. By this time he had the best room in the
house and owed my father eighty-four dollars. Shortly after my wedding, my mother
finally admitted that Uncle Julius had been a hideous mistake and ordered my father to
give him the bum's rush. But Uncle Julius solved everything by kicking off and making
me his sole heir. His estate, when probated, consisted of a nine ball that he had stolen
from a poolroom, a box of liver pills and a celluloid dickey.

My middle name is Henry because of a sentimental attachment my mother formed
toward a five-dollar bill, loaned to her by my Uncle Henry. After a while Uncle Henry
realized that getting blood out of a turnip was going to be child's play compared to the
effort that would be required to get back his fiver. Many years passed. One day, when my
birth seemed inevitable, he said, "Minnie, if you have another boy, name him after me
and I'll call off the five-dollar debt. I realize I'll never get it, anyway."

Some day there will have to be some new rules established about name-calling. I don't
mean the routine cursing that goes on between husband and wife, but the naming of
defenseless, unsuspecting babies.

Even horses and dogs are named with more logic. I know this dates me, but I would
rather have been called Man O' War Marx than the monicker that was foisted upon me.
Just compare that illustrious name with Julius Henry Marx. A more pedestrian name
would be hard to find. If you, dear reader, had any intelligence (which I doubt, otherwise
you wouldn't have been fool enough to buy this book-or, worse, are you one of those
literary freeloaders who borrowed this copy from some loyal friend of mine who cared
enough about me to buy a copy?), I'm sure you would agree.

My favorite uncle was a character named Dr. Carl Krinkler. He was a handsome man
with iron-gray hair and blue eyes. He always carried a small black bag, and if you didn't
know him you might size him up as a very expensive specialist in rare diseases. Actually,
he was a chiropodist. He couldn't afford an office, but he visited us at regular intervals
and, after cadging a meal, he would open his little black bag and neatly carve away the
corns and bunions that my father accumulated while pounding the pavement in search of
new customers. The doctor's fee was small. Twenty-five cents for both feet. And to my
father's aching dogs, it was worth every penny.

Late in the autumn when the leaves began to fall and the nights grew long and cold,
Uncle Carl's visits would cease and we wouldn't see him again until spring. One spring,
however, he failed to appear. Five years elapsed before we heard from him again. It was a
postcard from a medium-sized jail in upper New York State, and all it said was, "I'll be
out soon!"



When next we saw him, he told us the whole story. It seems he had been in the employ
of a gang of pyromaniacs. His job was to apply the torch to any resort hotel that wasn't
doing too well financially. For practical reasons, this could only be done in the winter
when the hotels were vacant. He was quite proud of his achievements and boasted that,
over the years, he had laid waste a substantial portion of the Catskills. He had no regrets
about his career, adding that it was unfortunate he had been caught because he had about
decided to break away from the gang and go into business for himself. His plan was to
leave the Catskills flat and move to the Adirondacks, where the hotels were larger and
where the financial rewards would naturally be greater.

I didn't see him again for many years. This time he was a cashier in a Broadway
lunchroom. Maybe he had reformed. Maybe he was just biding his time. I don't know.
But knowing his past record, the last place I expected to see him was guarding someone
else's cash register. When I paid my check, I guess he surmised what was going through
my mind. As I started for the door, he called me back and whispered, "Y ou know, Julius,
if the cops hadn't caught me, by this time I could have burned down a good part of the
Adirondacks!"

Well, that's life. Sherman did precisely the same thing when he marched through
Georgia and today, in many sections of the North, he's acclaimed as a hero. Carl Krinkler
emulated Sherman and spent five years in the cooler.

I have now told you about three uncles who were all nice fellows, but miserable failures
in their respective careers. I might as well confess all and tell you that I also had an uncle
who was a great success. He was my mother's brother. His name was Shean, and with a
partner named Gallagher, he sang a song that, today, is as much a part of America as
baseball. If you don't remember the famous catch-line, "Absolutely, Shean," send me ten
dollars in stamps. I won't send you anything in return. Just send me ten dollars in stamps.

Al Shean had been a pants presser in a sweatshop in downtown New York. He loved to
sing and he sang well. But in the pants factory he sang too often. He had organized a
quartet, and every time they met in the shop they would go into close harmony. There is
nothing a pants presser likes less than pressing pants, so when Al's quartet warbled their
lush harmonies, all pressing would cease. As a result, so did my uncle's job. The
proprietor, who hated Al and music (in that order), finally threw him out, advising him to
go on the stage if he wanted to sing.

This is certainly a roundabout way of telling you how I got into show business.
Originally, I wanted to be a doctor. But my Uncle Al's success convinced my mother that
the theatre was a soft and lucrative racket, and that I had better forget about the world of
medicine and the Hippocratic oath, for the simple reason that she had never heard of
Hippocrates. The only oaths that were heard in my family were uttered by my father. Pop
cursed fluently in his native French, but his American oaths were run of the mill.



My uncle Al was a handsome dog, and when he came to visit us things started moving.
We were all rushed to different stores to buy the foods he liked. I was usually
commissioned to go and buy kiimmel cheese. Harpo would rush for the huckleberry cake.
Chico, being the oldest, would go for the beer. It meant two or three trips for him, but
each time he entered the swinging doors he stole enough free lunch to make it worth
while. At the end of the meal, each of the boys got a buck from Uncle Al. Since my
allowance was only a nickel a week, this gift of a dollar meant luxury for many weeks.

Today, actors don't look any different from the rest of mankind, but in those days they
were a group apart. For example, when my uncle came to visit us he had long hair down
his neck, pre-Presley sideburns, a frock coat, a gold-headed cane and a silk hat.

By the time Uncle Al left the house, there would be quite a crowd hanging around the
front stoop. On leaving, he would toss a handful of nickels in the air and watch the kids
scramble for them.

Here was glamour! Why should anyone want to be a doctor, listening to the complaints
of invalids and hypochondriacs, when by embracing the theatre he could have a silk hat
and enough money to spare to throw nickels to the rabble?

So goodbye Hippocrates, with your little black bag, stethoscope and Latin prescriptions.
The show business virus was coursing through my veins, bringing visions of silk hats,
frock coats and nickels. What more could any lad want?

CHAPTER 5
MY YOUTH - AND YOU CAN HAVE IT

Money didn't come easy to me in those boyhood days. My allowance was five cents a
week, and I spent those five pennies carefully. I had one good gimmick going for me.
Bread was a nickel a loaf, but day-old bread could be bought for four cents, so I always
tried to get the job of going for the bread. I would buy the four-cent loaf and pocket the
extra penny. Many years later my mother told me she had never been fooled by the semi-
stale bread I brought home, but she didn't want to curtail my income or stifle my
initiative, so she never said anything about it. For years my family ate stale bread, and I
was getting away with as much as a nickel a week. I didn't realize it at the time, but I was
doing the family a favor, for today doctors tell us that the promiscuous eating of fresh
bread can be very harmful.

All-day jawbreakers were four for a penny. I'm not sure what they were made of, but one
ball could be sucked for two hours before it finally disappeared. From the way it
resolutely refused to dissolve, my guess is that they were made of paint, sugar and one of
the poorer grades of concrete. They were about the size of a golf ball, and no mouth, with



the possible exception of Joe E. Brown's, was large enough to accommodate more than
one at a time.

One cold, snowy day I had purchased four jawbreakers, stuck one in my mouth and
carefully cached the other three in my cap. I know this must seem like a strange place to
hide candy, but there were practical reasons for this strategy. For example, if a boy came
along and asked you for a jawbreaker you would say, "Sorry, I ain't got any more." If he
was still suspicious, you would then allow him to search your pockets. No one ever
thought of looking under your cap.

That day a large, tough kid from a rougher neighborhood came along and, seeing the
jawbreaker bulging out my cheek said, "Hey you, give me a jawbreaker." As usual, I
replied, "Sorry, I ain't got any more."

"You're a liar," he said. Since he was much larger than I was, I chose to ignore his
vulgarity.

"Okay," I replied, "if you don't believe me, search me."

As he went through my pockets, I said triumphantly, "See? I told you I ain't got any
more."

Angry and frustrated, as a final gesture he grabbed my cap and flung it on the ground. To
my horror the three precious jawbreakers rolled out into the snow. He quickly grabbed
them, stuck one in his mouth and stuck the other two in his pocket. He then hauled off
and hit me a fearful blow on the chin. For some time I slept peacefully in the snow, as
cold as an iced fish. When I came to, the boy was gone and my chin ached.

This unexpected blow on the button taught me a valuable lesson. Thereafter, whenever |
bought jawbreakers, I kept one in my mouth and the other three I hid in my bedroom
under the mattress until I needed them.

I had one other opportunity for scrounging some fast change in those days.

There was a teacher in our school who was an outstanding snob. Most of the teachers
brought their lunch and seemed resigned to eating their meager grub out of a paper sack
or shoe box in the school yard. But not Bertram Smith. He would have none of this box
lunch stuff. Each year a lucky boy would be honored with the task of scouring the
neighborhood for tidbits for Smith. In addition to the normal distaste most pupils have for
their teachers, this one was hated for his arrogance and snooty attitude toward everything
in and around the school. He dressed much better than all the other teachers, including
the principal. How he did it I don't know, but now that I am older and more worldly I
have a hunch he had some elderly dame keeping him.



At any rate, I was the lucky boy who was finally selected for the dubious distinction of
gathering his lunch five days a week. There was no mention of salary or gratuity. This
was an honor he had conferred upon me, and my job was to look properly grateful and

happy.

Bertram's taste in food ran to the unusual and exotic. I had only an hour for lunch, and in
that time I had to gulp down my egg sandwich and an apple, or bologna sandwich and
half an orange, so that I would have sufficient time to scramble to those far-flung places
where he daily sent me-German restaurants, Greek, Spanish, kosher, Turkish. Every day,
rain or shine, I would have to lug back these strange dishes. Sometimes the plates were
hot and bulky, but I never heard a word of thanks from this pasty-faced gourmet.

At the end of the semester, thin and anemic from bolting my food and then racing for his
lunch, I was reluctantly handed a dollar by Smith. I had dreamed of twenty, but knowing
his reputation, expected ten. When he called me into his room, he pushed a dollar bill in
my hand and gave me a fast shove toward the door. I had had big things planned for the
ten I didn't get. [ was going to buy a suit for nine dollars, and with the remaining buck |
was going to buy my mother something we desperately needed-a coffeepot. We had a
coffeepot but it was so old that its bottom leaked from three sides. If someone wasn't in
the kitchen to watch it carefully, it would frequently snuff out the gas flame. I can recall
three occasions when members of my family, overcome by the gas fumes, had to be
dragged out of the kitchen in a semi-conscious condition. Anyway, I didn't get the nine-
dollar suit, but I did buy my mother a brand-new dollar coffeepot., And from that day to
the day I went into show business I can proudly say that no member of my family was
ever again asphyxiated in our kitchen.

My precarious financial status had, up to the age of twelve, been the single
uncomplicated problem of my life. But a new dimension was about to be added-and boy,
oh boy, was I ready for it!

Love is a many-splendored thing. I don't quite know what this means, but song writers
have to make a living, too. I suppose it means that love is all-important. It's a word that is
difficult to contain in any specific mold. Today the word "love" is flung around so
carelessly that it's almost meaningless. One man will say, "I love Cheddar cheese"; a girl
will say, "I love Paris in the spring"; a boy will say, "I love the way Mickey Mantle
swings from both sides of the plate"; and someone will sing, "I love to see the evening
sun go down." This character is probably a burglar. The word "love" should be confined
to just one subject-the relationship between a male and a female, a man and a woman, a
boy and a girl.

Anyway, love hit me when I was twelve. I was still in short pants but tiny hairs were
beginning to sprout from my upper lip. A young girl lived in the flat above ours and she,
too, was twelve. She had "a good shape." In addition to her shape, she had a number of
light-brown curls that fell pleasantly around the back of her neck, and teeth as even as the
kernels on a good ear of corn. By some careful maneuvering on my part, she invariably
encountered me in the hallway as she climbed the stairs to her flat.



I had been saving my pennies and nickels for some time and I finally had accumulated
enough of a bankroll to invite her to go to Hammerstein's Victoria vaudeville theatre. I
had never been there but I had heard about it.

I had seventy cents saved up and I had it all measured out. Two tickets in the second
balcony, fifty cents . . . carfare both ways, twenty cents . . . total: seventy cents. We could
have walked, but we lived on East Ninety-third Street and the theatre was on West
Fourty-second. It was January, the days were short and the weather was giving a pretty
good imitation of Lapland.

Lucy looked charming, and I looked handsome, as we disembarked from the streetcar in
Times Square. But there was a fly in the ointment. The fly was a pushcart vendor. He was
parked in front of the theatre, hawking coconut candy at a nickel a bag. True to her sex,
Lucy spied the pushcart and murmured that coconut candy was her favorite confection-
what did I intend to do about it? I did what every sucker has done all his life when beauty
demands something. What this beauty didn't know was that her casual request for candy
had knocked my carefully budgeted bankroll sky high and ruined the afternoon before it
had begun.

We sat in the second balcony, far, far above the stage. The performers all looked like
midgets and the sounds they emitted were barely audible, from our perch. Louder than
the actors' voices, however, was the steady crunch of the coconut candy as each piece
was fed gracefully down the fair Lucy's gullet. Perhaps she was too wrapped up in the
show to offer to share the candy, or perhaps she assumed that I had diabetes and, being
madly in love with me, didn't want to endanger my health. Whatever the reason, she ate
every bit of it, crumbs and all.

I was rather upset at Lucy's greediness, but [ had a problem that made me forget even the
candy I didn't get. As I searched my pockets hopefully, I still found only one lonely
nickel nestling there. Living was cheap in those days, but it wasn't so cheap that two
passengers could ride home on a streetcar for one nickel.

The performance was finally over. We left the theatre in silence. As we walked out into
the street we encountered both darkness and a raging snowstorm. Today I feel terrible
about this, but remember, [ was only twelve, it was bitter cold and Lucy had gobbled up
every piece of the candy. Furthermore, if she hadn't forced me into buying the candy,
there would have been ten cents left -enough for both of us to ride home on the streetcar.

In spite of all these convincing arguments I still had some honor. I turned to her and said,
"Lucy, when we started out for Hammerstein's Theatre I had seventy cents, enough for
the theatre tickets and carfare. I hadn't planned on candy. I didn't want candy. You
wanted candy. If [ had known you were going to want candy, I would have held off
inviting you for a few more weeks. As it is, I have only one nickel left. Remember, Lucy,
you had the candy, and you know I have, every right to ride home and leave you to walk.
But you know I'm mad about you and I just can't do that without giving you a fair chance.



Now listen carefully. I'm going to toss this nickel in the air. You call ‘Heads.' If it falls
heads you get to ride home. If it's tails I ride home."

The gods were with me. It was tails.

The female of the species has always baffled me and I have always regarded them as a
race apart. For some curious reason, Lucy never spoke to me again.

The next time she saw me, she cut me dead. Had she been carrying a knife, she would
have used that, too.

Well, this was the end of my first romance, and, incidentally, my seventy cents.
However, I believe it had one distinction. It was probably the only love affair in history
that perished for the lack of a nickel.

When Chico was thirteen, he was Bar Mitzvahed. This is a very solemn occasion in the
Jewish family, for it's the time when a boy ceases to be a boy and becomes, even if only
theoretically, a man. At the synagogue, the boy makes a speech thanking his parents for
being born. He then goes on to tell how they have watched over him and cared for him.

Since no one in the family had enough education to write the speech, my mother bought
one from some minor dignitary in the temple for two bits. This speech was used at two-
year intervals by Chico, Harpo and me.

I remember very little about my Bar Mitzvah ceremony. I spoke some mystical words in
Hebrew, none of which I understood, after which I gave the speech thanking my parents
for being born. Pretty soon it was all over and I was back home, where a party was being
given in my honor. There weren't many presents. All I remember was a box of gumdrops,
three pairs of long black stockings and a fountain pen, which leaked just enough to make
some very interesting designs on my shirt.

I loved this fountain pen. It was the first thing of value I had ever owned.

Now that I had become a man (with a leaky fountain pen to prove it), I was ready to take
on the world. One day, I said to my mother, "Mom, if I get a job, could I quit school?"

"Don't you want an education?" she asked.

"Not if I have to go to school for it!" I boldly replied. Before she could think of an
answer to that, I plunged ahead. "I've been reading a book called Julius, the Street-Boy. It
was written by Horatio Alger, and it told all about how a poor young boy with nothing
but grit and determination worked his way from nothing to the presidency of a bank. I've
got the same name he has, so why can't I get a job and help support the family?"



"Well," said Mom slowly, "it's your life. If you'd rather be a bank president than get an
education, go get a job."

The want ads were full of "Office Boys Wanted," and I soon got a job in a real estate
office on Pine Street. My boss was named Harvey Delaney. He was kind of chunky and
walked with a rolling gait. I don't know if he was half drunk or just unable to balance
himself. He said he would pay me three dollars and fifty cents a week and the hours
would be from nine to five. He added significantly that he had fired the last office boy
because he was always late.

"What am I supposed to do in the office?" I asked.

"When I arrive in the morning," he replied, "hand me my mail and always be ready to
answer the phone."

The mail wasn't much of a problem because all he ever got were advertising circulars
and a throw-away newspaper called The Pine Street News.

"Now about the phone," he said, "as soon as it rings, pick up the receiver and carefully
write down who called, what time, and be sure to get the correct phone number."

The first three weeks I was there, there were only two phone calls. One was from a
woman, inquiring if this was the office of J. Pierpont Morgan. The other call was from
my boss, asking if anyone had called.

At the beginning, I arrived promptly at nine and stayed till five. The boss would lurch in
around ten and leave around four. This included two hours for lunch. I ate my lunch in
the office, a fried egg sandwich and a large bag of grapes which I bought from a pushcart
peddler on Park Row. Time hung heavy on my hands. Having nothing better to do, |
spent most of the mornings eating grapes and spitting seeds on the carpet. The afternoons
I spent picking up the seeds.

There is nothing like steady work to keep a boy out of mischief. Now that Mr. Delaney
was getting in around eleven, I started getting in around ten.

When he began leaving at three, I began leaving at four. After the first few weeks he
began to skip lunch entirely and rolled in around two, grilling me about the phone. Was I
sure no one had called? I said, "The phone rang once today." His eyes brightened. I
continued, "But it was the telephone linemen. They were checking the wires."

Now that he was getting in at two, I began to come in at one. After a while, I had it timed
so perfectly that I would just be getting in as his footsteps were heard clattering down the
hall.

It certainly was quiet in that office. It was a little like living in a mausoleum with a
carpet. One afternoon, the Giants were playing at the Polo Grounds. By this time, Mr.



Delaney didn't come into the office at all. He would arrive around one, stick his head in
the door and ask if anyone had phoned. When I said "No," he would turn around and
leave. A few minutes after his one o'clock appearance on that fateful afternoon, I was
walking down Park Row on my way to the ball park. It was a beautiful, windy day.
Suddenly I saw a man's hat fly off in the breeze, and having been brought up in the
tradition of Horatio Alger, I promptly ran after it and retrieved it. As I handed the hat
back to the owner, I looked up into the face of my boss.

"Julius!" he demanded. "Why aren't you in the office answering the phone? You know
you can never tell when the phone will ring. I put you on the job so that there would
always be someone there when the phone rang." As he took his hat, he said, "Thanks for
returning my hat. And, by the way, Julius, you're fired."

I was sorry to go. It was a nice office and it was at the height of the grape season. And to
make matters worse, my mother insisted I return to school.

CHAPTER 6
HAVE NOTHING, WILL TRAVEL

I was ready and eager for show business. School was an unspeakable bore and the only
thing that interested me was the teacher, a tall, shapely, blue-eyed Irish girl, named
Seneca, who recited Evangelise in a deep, dramatic voice.

I never heard anything like it again until I heard Barrymore recite the soliloquy from
Hamlet. Her vibrant baritone, along with her other charms, thrilled me . . . until one day I
discovered she liked girls, and that was the end of Longfellow and Miss Seneca.

The rest of my studies seemed pretty useless. Algebra and geometry were tools of the
devil, devised to make life miserable for small, stupid boys.

One day when I was playing hooky, luck came my way.

I read an ad in the morning World: BOY SINGER WANTED FOR STAR
VAUDEVILLE ACT. ROOM AND BOARD AND FOUR DOLLARS A WEEK.

To a boy whose allowance was five cents every seven days, four bucks seemed like a
passkey to the mint. Also the end of school. So, putting on my best suit-which was also
my worst suit and the only one I had-I hailed a streetcar and in less than an hour I was
walking up five flights of stairs and knocking at the door of one of the dingiest tenements
I had ever smelled.

The door opened and a hook-nosed, middle-aged man in a blue kimono, wearing just a
touch of lipstick on his thin lips, ushered me into an apartment even dingier than the one



in which I lived. I announced that I had read the ad and that I was a boy singer. "Go up to
the roof," he said, "I'll be right up."

When I got there I found that about thirty other gamins had arrived ahead of me. Some
wore dancing wooden clogs (or taps, as they are now called), and since it was a tin roof,
the combined racket sounded like field artillery in full blast.

Robin Larong (for that was the name of the gent in the weather-beaten kimono) finally
appeared. In a voice considerably higher than that of the average man, he announced that
he had signed up for a distinguished vaudeville tour and needed a good boy singer and a
boy who could dance. Luckily, there were only three singers in the crowd. The rest were
hoofers of varying ability. From the dancers he finally picked a tough East Side kid
named Johnny Morton. After I sang "Love Me and the World Is Mine," he smiled toward
me, and pointing an imperious finger at the rest, he shrilled, "Get out!"

I was fifteen at the time, and knew as much about the world as the average retarded
eight-year-old. I asked, "Where are we going, Mr. Larong? And when do we start?" He
replied that we would open in Grand Rapids and then go on to Denver. He didn't mention
any other cities, and I didn't question him. He had said he had a distinguished vaudeville
tour lined up and, as far as [ was aware, two weeks constituted a tour. All I knew was, I
was in show business! The theatre was calling me, and I was ready to listen.

I was a little nervous as to how the announcement of my departure would be received at
home. I had visualized a family group, bent with sorrow, or if not quite bent, at least
saddened by the thought of my leaving them. Not only was there no sorrow or
recriminations, but my announcement seemed to galvanize them into a state of joy that I
wasn't to witness again until some years later on Armistice Day. Had they been in the
street, I'm sure there would have been dancing and hat throwing. A gay carnival spirit
seemed to come over the whole family, and all they wanted to know was how soon I was
clearing out. Furthermore, they implied that if I didn't come back, that was all right, too.

We rehearsed about two weeks. Since the boss, Larong, lived in one room of this
tenement, we did our rehearsing on the roof. In the August sun, the tin roof under our feet
felt like a red-hot stove, but we were young, enthusiastic and hungry and, for the theatre,
ready to endure anything. The act was finally all set, and we were ready for Thespis.

When I said goodbye, my mother cried a little, but the rest of my family seemed able to
contain themselves without too much effort. As a parting gesture, just as [ was leaving,
the dog bit me.

My luggage consisted of a paper suitcase and a shoe box filled with pumpernickel,
bananas and hard-boiled egg. Eggs must have been cheap that year for I never saw so
many in one box. Though I was only going as far as Grand Rapids, I had enough eggs to
carry me all the way to Frisco.



As for Chico and Harpo, they were older than I, and too busy to notice anything as trivial
as my departure. Harpo had quit school right after graduating from kindergarten and was
now knocking down three bucks a week, delivering meat and vegetables to the richer
families in the neighborhood.

Chico, the only Marx brother to graduate from public school, was making good use of
his education. He was now employed as a pool hustler in a fashionable billiard parlor on
Ninety-ninth Street in the slums of Harlem.

At any rate, I was in show business, even if it was for only two weeks. Our act was
named The Larong Trio. To make sure the public would know us, Larong had outfitted us
for the street in bellboy suits and matching hats, which were round pillboxes with the
words LARONG TRIO emblazoned on them in gold letters. When I asked why, he said it
would be a tremendous ad for the act, since we also wore these peculiar outfits on the
stage. I didn't care. He could have dressed me in a bearskin and I would have been happy.
Anything I wore was an improvement over my usual street clothes. Besides, it made
people stare at me. And I discovered that I liked that. I felt that for the first time in my
life I wasn't a nonentity. I was part of the Larong Trio. I was an actor. My dream had
come true.

I didn't know what kind of train Larong had booked us on, and never having been on a
train, I didn't know what to expect. If there was a Pullman car on the train, we never
knew it. And that goes for the dining car, as well. But I was fifteen and could have slept
on a flagpole. It took us three sooty days to reach Grand Rapids, but I still had six eggs
left in my shoe box.

Now I had better describe the act that the unsuspecting citizens of Grand Rapids were
about to have foisted upon them. We opened with the three of us dressed in short skirts,
silk stockings, high-heeled shoes and large, floppy Merry Widow hats. This sort of thing
was fairly common in vaudeville in those days. The three of us sang a song entitled, "I
Wonder What's the Matter with the Mail." The lyric began:

I wonder what's the matter with the mail; It never was so late before; I've been up since
seven bells, And nothing's slipped under my door.

I don't remember the rest of this classic, but the point of the song was that this fellow
was being supported by a woman named Liza, and for some reason his weekly check
hadn't arrived. I don't know how Liza earned her money, but from the lyric I would judge
that business in the house where she lived was none too good. It was fairly evident that
her house was not a home. There is a name for a man who is supported by this species of
female, but I won't go into that now. Anyway, that was the lyric. It might have made
sense had this been sung by a man, but I'm sure the audience must have been baftled by



three men dressed in women's clothing, wailing the sad tale of Liza and her bankrupt
lover.

The song, like all songs, finally ended and I quickly slipped out of the skirt, high heels
and floppy hat. Then, donning an altar boy's outfit, I reappeared and sang "Jerusalem, Lift
Up Your Gates and Sing" to a houseful of silence. The only one who applauded was a
religious fanatic who, under the impression that this song had some sacred significance,
stood up on his seat and shouted, "Hallelujah!" Finally the manager, obviously an atheist,
came down the aisle and threw him out.

Johnny then pranced on and did his tap dance. Unfortunately, while executing a fancy
wing step, his shoe flew off and hit a woman in the audience. At the end of our
engagement, the manager deducted ten dollars from our salary, explaining that he had
had to give it to the woman who had threatened to sue for damages.

After this mishap, Larong glided on stage wearing a low-cut evening gown, complete
with train, and sang Victor Herbert's "Kiss Me Again," while the spotlight played upon a
bald-headed man in the audience. Larong closed the act dressed as the Statue of Liberty
and holding a torch in his hand. Morton and I were decked out as Continental soldiers,
guarding Miss Liberty from her unseen enemies. The unseen enemies turned out to be the
audience, and only the fact that the theatre was almost empty by this time saved us from
being stoned.

On the train to Grand Rapids, Larong had told us that our tour at the moment consisted
only of Grand Rapids and a split week-three days in Victor and three days in Cripple
Creek, Colorado-but he confidently predicted that once the news of our act reached the
booking office in New York, we would be deluged with offers. Apparently the news had
reached the booking office, for our tour still consisted of two weeks.

We played Victor and Cripple Creek without getting killed. After the last performance in
Cripple Creek I returned to our boardinghouse to question Larong about our future plans,
only to discover that the master showman had hastily packed his blue kimono, his
evening gown and his mascara and taken it on the lam, never to be seen or heard from
again.

I then looked for that wizard of the buck and wing, Johnny Morton, but he too had
disappeared. As a final gesture of good will, he had taken with him my two weeks' salary,
consisting of eight dollars, which I had cleverly stashed away under the mattress. He also
took my other pair of socks.

I don't know where dire straits is, but I certainly was now in that neighborhood. No
money, no job, a minimum of talent and far, far from home. It was no use writing my
mother and father for money. They didn't have any, either.

When I returned to the rooming house, I found the landlady, a kindly old witch, laying
for me. She immediately nailed me with, "Where is my rent money?" I sadly recounted



my tale of desertion by my ex-employer and explained how Johnny Morton had
scrammed, leaving me alone and destitute.

"Boy," she said, fixing me with her one good eye, "I'll give you forty-eight hours to come
up with a dollar and a half-four days rent-or out you go on your earl" She concluded by
snorting, "I never met an actor yet who wasn't a crook!"

If she thought this was an insult, she was wasting her breath. This was the first time
anyone had ever called me an actor, and I could only gather from this that she hadn't been
to the theatre to see our act. The fact that she also called me a crook didn't matter. "A
crooked actor." It sounded dashing and romantic, and except for a lamentable lack of
talent, I now considered myself the equal of Mansfield, Warfield, Hitchcock and, yes,
even the Barrymores.

Larong, in fleeing, had forgotten to take my bellboy costume. Luck was with me. While
wandering aimlessly around, wondering what to do, I found a small hotel on Main Street,
called the Mansion House, where I spotted a real bellboy seated in the lobby. After much
haggling, he bought the outfit for three dollars. I wanted four dollars, but he pointed out it
would cost at least a buck to have the name "Larong Trio" removed from the hat and have
it replaced with "Mansion House." Anyway, I now had three dollars, enough to ward off
the landlady and a bit left for food. All I needed now was a job.

I regretted having had to part with the bellboy costume. Dressed in it, with the name
"Larong Trio" on the hat, I was walking proof that I was in show business. In my regular
clothes, I was just a young, nondescript fellow out of work.

The next day I saw a sign "Experienced boy wanted to drive grocery wagon between
Cripple Creek and Victor. Must know bow to handle horses." Having been born and
raised on Manhattan Island, the only horses I had ever had any contact with were those
on the merry-go-round at Coney Island. With this doubtful background, only the thought
of my dwindling bankroll gave me the courage to go in and apply for the job.

The proprietor of the grocery store, a tall, cadaverous-looking thief, was busy short-
changing a customer and barely noticed my entrance. He finally turned to me and
inquired dourly, "You come for the job?"

I nodded vigorously.

"Know anything about horses? Ever handled any?"

"Oh, yes," I lied. "I've been around horses all my life. I was brought up on a ranch in
Montana." He still appeared a bit doubtful so I hastily added, "I won first prize in the

junior Rodeo in Cheyenne!"

That must have convinced him. Motioning with his thumb, he grunted, "Go out back.
You'll find two horses. Hitch 'em to the wagon out there and take these potatoes to



Victor. I'll pay you five dollars a week-and if I catch you stealing any food out of the
store, I'll deduct it from your wages and beat hell outaya, besides!"

Later in life, when I began reading, I recognized this character in many of Dickens'
stories.

If you're not used to them, even a tame horse can look pretty fierce. Back of the store |
found two of the largest animals I had ever seen. At first I thought they were elephants.
They were pawing the ground, shaking their manes, baring their teeth and wearing the
most malevolent expressions this side of Fu Manchu. I'm sure it was my imagination, but
one of them looked enough like my landlady to be a blood relative. As I timidly
approached, my landlady's relative reared up on his hind legs and whinnied loudly. In
show business, when you're not doing too well on stage, the saying is that you have "flop
sweat. " For me, the stage was a thing of the past, at least momentarily, but the sweat was
a clammy reality. I could feel it oozing from every pore and dripping down my
shuddering spine.

In addition to being afraid of the horses, I hadn't the faintest idea of how to harness one. I
finally got near enough to throw the reins over one of the horses, but he reared up and
shook it off. I was still frightened, but I was also getting desperate. It was either harness
these horses or starve to death in the back yard of a grocery store. Finally the proprietor
came out.

"What are you doing here?" he demanded. "I thought I sent you to Victor. Why are you
playing around instead of harnessing the horses?"

"You harness the horses," I replied. "I don't know how."
"Didn't you tell me you were brought up on a ranch in Montana?" he roared.
"Yes," I admitted shakily, "but we only had saddle horses."

At that, he stalked over and quickly harnessed the beasts, booted me up into the front
seat, slapped one of the horses on the rump and yelled, "Get going!"

The horses charged forward and away I went. The road to Victor led through the two
streets of Cripple Creek, which were fortunately deserted at the time. I tried to slow my
steeds down, but it was hopeless. We then hit a narrow mountain road, with the horses
galloping wildly around the curves. I kept looking straight ahead. I had already taken a
quick, nervous look over the side with the idea of jumping, but all I could see was a sheer
drop of four thousand feet. I desperately tried to slow the animals to a walk, but
apparently they hadn't been out for days and were full of hell.

I guess I was just lucky. As we careened into the main street of Victor, one of the horses
neighed loudly, staggered for a moment-either from fatigue or over-exertions and
conveniently dropped dead. I hopped off the wagon, took a quick look at the disaster and



ran halfway back to Cripple Creek. I finally arrived at the boardinghouse and hid there
until my mother sent me enough money to come home. I don't know where my mother
got the money, but I have a hunch she hocked one of my brothers.

After my return from Cripple Creek, I regarded myself as a full-fledged actor. It's true, I
was out of work, but this was a badge of honor in show business. My mother, crazed by
my success, now turned the housework over to my father and started peddling me from
agency to agency. This was no easy task. Occasionally I got a job singing illustrated
songs in a beer garden. Luckily for me, I went on late in the evening. By this time most of
the patrons were in a stupor from the beer and they didn't pay too much attention to my
singing. I remember the title of one of the songs I sang. It was "'Neath the Old Chestnut
Tree, Sweet Estelle." Although I didn't realize it at the time, this was a foretaste of the
kind of jokes I was to tell later in life.

At a theatrical agency one day, my mother met a very beautiful Englishwoman named
Irene Furbelow. She said she was a famous actress from London and that she had an act
so spectacular that, in England, people spent most of their time toasting her in vintage
champagne. She needed a young boy singer, she added. Someone who could entertain the
audience while she changed her costumes. She had seven weeks booked on the Interstate
circuit and offered to pay me fifteen dollars a week. This was quite a raise in salary from
my first job, and when I saw her I jumped at the offer. I would have jumped at her, too,
but I was fifteen and she was twenty-three and I realized that we could never be happy
together on my salary.

The Interstate Circuit comprised most of the large cities in Texas and Arkansas. After
rehearsing two weeks with the glamorous and sexy Irene, it was fairly evident that she
had even less talent than I had.

After the customary family farewells, which they all seemed to take in stride, I was soon
back on one of those dusty, semi-freight trains that, in those days, rattled reluctantly
between New York and Texas. Our destination was Hot Springs. As before, I was armed
with the inevitable shoe box filled with hard-boiled eggs and pumpernickel. This time my
mother. realizing I was no longer an amateur, omitted the bananas and stuck in three
oranges.

In those days, the acts played the entire circuit as a unit. Like most vaudeville bills, this
one had its customary quota of comedians, acrobats, singers and dancers. The headliner
was a tall, swarthy Neapolitan named Professor Renaldo. He had greasy hair, a waxed
mustache and an animal act. He also had a wife whom he took great care to conceal. |
didn't blame the professor. She was four-feet-eleven, tipped the scales at two hundred and
had a mustache almost as large as the lions'. She spent most of her time backstage in the
darkness, cooing baby talk at the big cats. She told me one day that she wasn't allowed to
say she was Renaldo's wife. If anyone asked, she was to say she was his sister. He told
her if they knew he was married it would lessen his romantic appeal.



Renaldo's specialty consisted of strolling nonchalantly into a cage full of snarling
African lions, equipped only with a pistol, a whip and a chair. After a tremendous amount
of whip cracking and snapping, the lions would then wearily go through their few feeble
tricks. The minute Irene Furbelow saw him, I realized that my affair with her, which was
still in the hopeful stage, had come to a dead stop. She went for him as though he were
the last lion-tamer on earth. Our act was called The Coachman and the Lady. I'll give you
one guess who the Coachman was. It was me, dressed in a purple jacket with brass
buttons, white trousers tucked into purple boots, and a yellow high silk hat with a
cockade on one side.

The opening night was uneventful. The second night, just as Miss Furbelow and I were
warbling our big duet, two of the lions broke loose while being transferred from the large
stage cage to their individual cages. One of the loose lions, undaunted by our singing,
walked from the wings to the center of the stage and roared angrily at the audience. The
theatre was emptied in thirty seconds. Miss Furbelow and I, panicky with fear, ran for the
nearest refuge. This turned out to be the men's room. I was scared and embarrassed, but
happy, for this was the first time since we had met that I had her all to myself. Sad to say,
we never got this close again.

The professor eventually coaxed the loose lions back into their cages. We had a much
tougher time coaxing the audience back into the theatre. Not because of the lions, but
because of the fear that Miss Furbelow and I would resume our singing.

By this time I was more careful about money. As the weeks rolled by, each pay day |
tucked away most of my salary against the day when the tour would end. I kept my
money in a "grouch bag." This was a small chamois bag that actors used to wear around
their necks to keep other hungry actors from pinching their dough. Naturally, you're
going to think that's where I got my name. But it's not so. Grouch bags were worn on
manly chests long before there was a Groucho.

Things went along uneventfully until we reached Waco, Texas, the end of the tour. The
last night there, Miss Furbelow gave me my return ticket to New York and ran away with
the lion-tamer, leaving behind his wife and the lions.

I was sorry to see Miss Furbelow go, but it was comforting to know that, this time, I was
returning home with a sizable bankroll. On the train I felt secure and happy. I patted my
grouch bag constantly and lovingly. The second day I decided I would open it and take a
peek at my nest egg. Instead of the sixty-five dollars I thought I was bringing home, all |
found was some folded, old newspaper. Being a Gentleman of the Old School (P.S.

86 . .. Lexington Avenue and 96 Street), I won't say that Miss Furbelow copped my
savings. But I will say that she was the only one who knew where I kept the money.

I now had an empty grouch bag and an even emptier stomach. Luckily for me, there
were a number of little old ladies on the train, with lovely little lunch boxes filled with
lovely bananas and hard-boiled eggs. I suppose that, at that age, I must have been even



more hypnotic and fascinating than I am today, for when I arrived in New York I was
eight pounds heavier than when I left.

I now had had two flings at show business and had nothing to show for it except my
unrequited love for Miss Furbelow and a distended stomach from the many yards of
bananas I had consumed.

One day my father said to me, "How long are you going to keep hanging around the
house? Your brothers are working. Why not you? Harpo is working in a butcher shop and
Chico is playing piano in a Nickelodeon. Why don't you get some kind of a regular job-or
are you going to be a bum all your life?"

One night, when my mother came home from her daily round of haunting the theatrical
agencies, she informed me that Heppner was looking for a boy.

"Is it a job in show business?" I asked eagerly.

"Yes, in a way," she replied. "Heppner is the biggest wig-maker in New York. He makes
wigs for most of the big stars on Broadway. If you work there I'm sure that, in time, you
are bound to make some good theatrical connections."

"How much will he pay me?" I inquired.

"Three dollars a week," she said.

"Mom, this is less than I got with the Larong Trio!"

My mother said, "Grab it! It's a golden opportunity to meet the stars."

I went to see Heppner and he gave me the job. Five minutes later he stuck two large five-
gallon tin cans in my hands and said, "Go over to Tenth Avenue and get these filled with
kerosene. When you come back, take them out in the back yard, pour some kerosene in a
pail and wash these wigs."

"Mr. Heppner," I said, "I am an actor."

"Nonsense," he replied, "you're too small to be an actor."

Apparently he had never seen Singer's Midgets, Mickey Rooney or Tiny Tim. |
persisted. "I tell you, I am an actor. I have just finished a tour with that famous English

actress, Irene Furbelow."

"Never heard of her," he said. "If she was any good, she would be having her wigs
cleaned here."



"She doesn't wear a wig," I replied hotly. "She is a young, beautiful woman and she has
her own hair!"

Heppner dismissed the conversation with a shrug. "If she doesn't wear a wig she can't be
much of an actress. Go get the kerosene." As I dejectedly turned away he said, "Don't
worry. Here you'll meet all the stars."

After four weeks the only stars I saw were the ones that came out at night while I was
out in the bitter-cold back yard, washing greasepaint out of the wigs.

One day Mr. Heppner excitedly called me into the shop. This was the first time I had
been allowed to enter those hallowed grounds. He steered me over to a booth and pointed
to an elderly gentleman sitting in a chair. He was wearing a white wig that was being
dressed by one of the attendants. In a voice filled with respect, Heppner whispered,
"That's Jacob Adler, the famous

Jewish actor from the East Side." He then patted me on the head. "My boy," he said, "stay
with me, work hard and learn the trade and some day maybe you will be dressing his
wigs."

As soon as I got paid that Saturday, I quit. I had been there a total of seven weeks and all
I ever saw was a dirty back yard, some dirtier wigs and a fleeting glimpse of Jacob Adler.

CHAPTER 7
THE FIRST ACT IS THE HARDEST

My theatrical career had slowed to a crawl. Chico and Harpo were prospering in their
respective professions. I was getting nowhere.

Chico, thanks to my mother's persistence, could now rattle off a fairly recognizable piece
on the piano. His repertoire, although not nearly as extensive as that of Horowitz or
Rubinstein, made up in fortissimo what it lacked in accuracy. Luckily, the average
untrained ear found it difficult to distinguish between the melodies originally conceived
by the composer and the clinkers that emanated from the instrument when Chico was in
the driver's seat.

That summer he had been engaged to play the piano at a moth-eaten hotel in Asbury
Park, New Jersey. If the job had depended entirely on his piano playing, I'm sure they
would have thrown him out. But this job required two talents. During the day he was to
patrol the beach as a lifeguard. At night he was to sit in the musty dining room, and by
the sheer wizardry of his piano playing, distract the guests from the slumgullion that was
being dished out to them.



By this time you are probably aware of the fact that the brothers were congenital liars.
You mustn't be too hard on us because we had discovered early in life that steady and
consistent lying was the only road to survival.

Therefore, when the proprietor asked Chico if he swam well enough to be a lifeguard,
Chico looked him squarely in the eye and proudly replied that only a year before he had
been captain of the YMHA swimming team in Yorkville.

This was true. What he neglected to add was that although he had been the 100-yard
sprint champion he was a total loss beyond 100 yards.

Chico got the job and patrolled the beach faithfully, ready to rescue any swimmer in
distress-within a radius of one hundred yards. One guest, more foolhardy than the rest
and unaware of Chico's limitations, got into trouble about two hundred yards from the
shore. He naturally called for help. Chico, no coward-but also no fool-pretended to be
busy building a sand tunnel for a small boy on the beach. The yells grew progressively
fainter. Chico continued to dig.

Finally, the owner of the hotel, hearing the commotion, rushed out and practically booted
his lifeguard into the surf. Finding himself between the proprietor and the deep blue sea,
Chico bravely swam out to the waterlogged victim and grabbed him carefully by the
throat-in true life-saving fashion. Whereupon they both began to drown. Had there not
been an alert lifeguard with a fast boat at the adjoining beach, that would have been the
end of Chico. As it turned out, it was the end of Chico's job. That night there was a new
piano player in the dining room, and the following morning a new lifeguard on the beach.

At about this time, Harpo's dream of becoming a wealthy butcher came to a sudden and
abrupt end. It had been his custom, while delivering frankfurters, to nibble on an
occasional dog. Not because of hunger, particularly, but mainly because of boredom with
the job. One day, more despondent than usual about his career and the utter hopelessness
of ever becoming a master butcher, he suddenly blacked out while delivering a dozen
frankfurters to a Mrs. Fuchtwanger, and in a frenzy of futility and despair ate all twelve
of Mrs. Fuchtwanger's wieners.

I don't know what the Fuchtwangers had for dinner that night, but the following morning
Mr. Fuchtwanger burst into Mr. Schwein's butcher shop, demanding to know what had
happened to his sausages. Unfortunately for Harpo, it was just at that moment that he
sauntered into the shop, ready to begin his daily grind. Schwein apologetically handed
Fuchtwanger a dozen new frankfurters and turned upon Harpo, who was still blissfully
unaware of the gathering storm. Shaking an accusing finger under his nose, Schwein
backed Harpo into a corner. "You crook, you! Where are the frankfurters I gave you to
deliver to Mrs. Fuchtwanger yesterday?"

"Mr. Schwein," Harpo answered bravely, "I cannot tell a lie. I ate them."



Mr. Schwein handed Harpo two dollars and eleven cents and informed him that the
balance of his three-dollar salary had been deducted for the dozen sausages. Shaking his
head sadly, he said, "I always knew you stole a little- but when you eat the whole order, it
just means you can't be trusted." He then put a sign in the window, ERRAND BOY
WANTED, after which he booted Harpo out of the shop.

Harpo had no trouble getting another job. The next day he spotted an ad in the papers,
BOY WANTED, and a few hours later he was a bellhop at a very fashionable hotel in the
Murray Hill section. The manager told Harpo his salary would be two dollars a week,
which was a dollar less than the butcher had paid him. But, he added, if Harpo was on his
toes and kept his eyes open, he could collect a lot of fat tips. For example, Cecilia
Langhorne, the famous English tragedienne, was living at the hotel. Whoever walked her
pet around the block in the morning always received a twenty-five-cent tip. Harpo had
never heard of Cecilia Langhorne, but this seemed like a ridiculously easy way to make
money.

Before I proceed with this narrative, and I know the suspense is such that you can hardly
forgive me, I would like to say a few words about an American institution that is rapidly
going the way of the streetcar, the ice wagon and draught beer. I am referring to the old-
fashioned bellboy. Dressed like a drum major, he sat jauntily on a bench in a hotel lobby,
ever alert to the clang of the bell on the room clerk's desk and the cry of "Front!" In the
good old days, if a traveling salesman was unlucky enough to be stuck in one of those
dreary, godforsaken towns and the hotel that invariably matched it, after unpacking his
few belongings he would sit and dejectedly survey the cell to which he had been
assigned. This usually contained an iron bed, a steel dresser (painted to look like wood), a
pitcher and a bowl. Over the latter hung two threadbare face towels. There was also a
cake of soap and, from the amount of lather it yielded, it must have been made of pure
granite.

The unfortunate traveler now had two choices. He could either haul in the emergency
fire rope that dangled outside the window and hang himself, or he could send for the
bellboy. A push on the room buzzer and, like a magic genie, the bellboy would appear.
He was yours to command . . . more towels, ice water, and if you happened to find
yourself in dry territory, perhaps a bottle of booze. He also warned you not to eat in the
hotel-unless you had no particular desire ever to see your family again.

Oh, by the way, he knew a girl-"No, sir. She isn't a pro. The truth is, she's a friend of my
sister's and comes from a very good family-and be sure you don't offer her any money.
She gets awful angry if anyone offers her money. But if you give me a ten-dollar bill, I'll
see that she gets it. That way she won't be embarrassed . . . No, no, [ don't want anything
out of it. I just want you to have a good time."

My point is, the world isn't always going forward. It's true, you can now enter a hotel
elevator, press a button and arrive at your room smoothly, silently and spookily. If you



want ice water, all you have to do is push a button over the sink and out flows a cold,
clear, sparkling stream.

Towels are provided in abundance, and they even beg you to take the soap home as a
souvenir. But despite all these improvements, the modern hotel is a cold, soulless,
mechanical combination of steel, wood and indifference.

Furthermore, if that's what's on your mind, a subway train during the rush hour will give
you far more personal contact.

Well, back to Harpo and the lobby of the hotel. The second day, the hotel clerk's bell
clanged and Harpo was ordered to take Miss Langhorne's pet for an airing. The clerk
said, "Be sure to take it out the back way. We don't want to alarm the guests in the
lobby." Harpo was a little puzzled by this. How could a pet dog frighten anyone, he
mused. Miss Langhorne, however, being of the theatre, didn't travel with anything as
mundane as a pet dog. What she was carting around the world was a baby leopard.

This was quite a change from Harpo's previous job. He now had something in tow that,
unlike the frankfurters, he couldn't eat. It was even possible that the whole procedure
could be reversed, with the leopard eating Harpo. But "Dodo," the playful little pet, was
on a leash, and for the moment Harpo felt moderately secure. To turn back meant losing
the two-bit tip waiting for him, so there wasn't much choice.

Halfway around the block, the leopard spotted a dog, jerked himself away from the leash
and quickly killed the hound. Harpo, panicky, ran back to the hotel and handed Miss
Langhorne the empty chain, along with the information that Dodo had been shot by a
customer just emerging from Abercrombie & Fitch. Miss Langhorne was put under forty-
eight-hour sedation and immediately thereafter left for India. Presumably to pick up
another pet.

The management gave Harpo the old heave-ho, and an hour later he was back home
again, reading the Boy Wanted columns.

Chico meanwhile had happily given up his budding career as a combination lifeguard-
pianist in New Jersey for the social life of the pool hall in Harlem. Circumstances beyond
his control now forced him to turn over a new leaf and get a job. He went to work for a
wholesale paper house that specialized in blotters. Chico's job consisted of wrapping the
blotters in cardboard packing cases, a thousand blotters to the case. His salary: four
dollars a week.

In spite of his passion for gambling, Chico was a good boy and he promised his mother
that, now that he was gainfully employed, he would never again stray from the straight



and narrow. He added that the repeated whippings administered by my father had helped
to cool his ardor for the pool cue and the galloping dominoes. He solemnly promised that
each Saturday night he would dutifully deposit his salary in my mother's lap as his
contribution to the family exchequer.

During the first two weeks he lived up to his promise. My father was so happy at Chico's
apparent reformation that he said, "Chico, you do that for a few more weeks and I'll make
you a new suit."

Chico was so shaken by this threat that he was almost ready to turn crooked again.
"Please, Pop," he answered, "never mind making me a suit. Just give me ten dollars and
I'll buy one off the rack at Bloomingdale's Department Store."

Packing the blotters required no skill and very little physical effort, but after the exciting
apprenticeship he had served in the poolroom, monotony soon began to seep in. His fever
rising again, Chico went looking for action.

He found it the third week in the cellar of the blotter establishment. A flourishing three-
handed crap game was in full swing, and in the time it takes for a boy to go from a
standing position to a kneeling one, the game had four players instead of three.

Unfortunately, this was Saturday-pay day-and Chico's four-dollar salary was quickly
transferred from his pocket to that of one of the more expert dice-handlers. He realized it
would be suicidal for him to return home without his wages. He cringed at the thought of
another walloping. What could he tell Mom and Pop? What kind of plausible excuse
could he concoct? Suddenly he was struck with an inspiration so brilliant that he stood in
awe for five minutes, marveling at his own cleverness.

Some few hours later he arrived at our flat, lugging a large cardboard package. As he
opened the front door, my father stood there to greet him with a smile. "Well, Chico, did
you work hard today? Give Mom your salary."

"Pop, I haven't got my salary."
My father's smile disappeared. "You haven't got your salary? Where is it?"

Chico pointed to the box at his feet. "Well, I'll tell you, Pop. Today the factory had a sale
on blotters, but only for the employees of the company. I was lucky enough to be an
employee of the company so I took my four dollars and bought you and Mom four
thousand blotters." As he said this, he started backing away.

There wasn't anything Chico could have brought home of less use to us than blotters. If
he had brought home plain garbage, we might have sold it to a farmer for fertilizer. If he
had brought mice, we might have sold them to a passing cat. But blotters! Four thousand
of them! Enough to keep the New York Post Office in good supply for a year. We weren't



a literary group, and the little writing that was done in our household was done with a
lead pencil. One blotter would have lasted our family a lifetime.

My mother pulled my father away from Chico just as Pop was about to strangle him.
Then Mom began to cry. Chico, a fast thinker, handed her a blotter and said, "See how
useful these things are, Mom? Whenever you feel like crying, just take one of these
blotters. They're better than handkerchiefs, and it will cut the laundry bills in half."

With this parting advice he nimbly ducked away from my father and beat it down the
back fire escape, with Pop in hot but hopeless pursuit.

The score was now as follows: Chico was back on Ninety-ninth Street, shooting pool for
the house. Harpo's career as a bellboy had just met an untimely death. I was an actor
"between bookings," and Gummo was still trying to convince his schoolteacher that
Harrisburg was the capital of Montana. I don't mean to imply that Gummo was dumb. It
was only that his interests, like Chico's, lay elsewhere. He wanted to get out of school and
become an inventor.

My mother finally came to the conclusion that the best way to break into show business
was not to launch one boy at a time but to do it wholesale.

This idea crystallized one day when she came home and found that Gummo, following in
the footsteps of his idol, Thomas Edison, had taken most of Chico's piano apart and was
attempting to convert it into a xylophone. This naturally delighted Chico, who was
standing by, full of advice and moral support, but it made my mother furious. Gummao,
she realized, had the soul and instincts of an inventor, and she had better get him out of
the flat before he converted everything in it into something else. At the moment he was
eying my father.

Then and there Mom made the decision that was to change our entire lives.

She announced that Gummo was to become an actor. Gummo, of all people! He had
about as much equipment for the stage as the average Zulu has for psychiatry.

"I am going to build an act that will be a sensation," she declared. "We'll get a girl
singer. That will give it some sex. And Gummo and you," she said, pointing to me, "will
be yachtsmen. Sailors and sex. It can't miss!"

A bit startled, I queried, "Mom, why yachtsmen?"
"I'll tell you why," she replied. "I happened to be passing Bloomingdale's Department

Store this morning, and they had white duck suits on sale for $9.98. We'll get some straw
hats cheap-they're on sale now because summer is almost over-and some white shoes.



They're on sale, too, because they're odd sizes. I already made a dress for the girl in the
act."

"Mom," I interrupted again, weakly, "how do you know the dress will fit the girl we
get?"

"Don't be foolish," she shrugged. "There are hundreds of girl singers around. All we
have to do is find one that fits this dress!"

It wasn't long before we were rehearsing in the front parlor, decked out in white suits,
white straw hats, white shoes, bow ties that clipped on, celluloid collars and paper roses
in our lapels. I don't remember exactly what the girl was wearing. All I remember is that
it didn't fit.

We still had no name for the act, but after my mother heard us sing a ditty entitled
"How'd You Like to Be My Little Sweetheart?" she said, "I've got the perfect name for
the act. We'll call it The Three Nightingales!"

"But why nightingales?" I asked.
"Because," she replied, "everybody knows nightingales spend all their time singing."

There are three logical reasons why she could have called us The Three Nightingales.
One, she had never heard a nightingale. Two, she was tone deaf. Three, she had a great
sense of humor.

Actually, the only one who could sing was the girl. The other two Nightingales' voices
were in the process of changing, and from day to day no one could tell what sounds
would emerge from their gifted throats.

Through my mother's wizardry and charm and my father's cooking, we managed to latch
on to a few weeks' bookings. We would have played longer but the girl singer, although
she sang beautifully, had one unfortunate characteristic. This was her total inability to
remain on key. For a solo number she sang "Love Me and the World Is Mine." This song
has a wonderful crescendo at the finale, winding up with a D above high C. In all the
weeks she sang with us, she never was able to hit high D. She would sing higher than
that, sometimes lower, but apparently she had a basic distaste for this particular note and
was able to avoid it consistently over a period of many months.

So The Three Nightingales flew away into Never-Never Land, never to be seen or heard
from again.

If you think this discouraged my mother, it's only because you never knew her. She now
had an even more brilliant idea. She would throw out the unreliable soprano and get a
good, steady boy singer in her stead-preferably one who could remain on key. Then she
played her trump card. She would take Harpo, who had no vocal talent whatsoever (but



also no job), and make him the bass singer. This didn't strike Harpo as much of a future.
But before he could protest, my mother, vibrant with enthusiasm, rattled on. "I have a
great idea," she said. "Instead of calling the act The Three Nightingales, we'll call it The
Four Nightingales! It's a great name! I'll go over to Bloomingdale's this afternoon and get
two more white outfits. And you, Harpo," she added,, "while I'm gone, you practice
singing -bass."

"Mom," he pleaded, "you know I can't sing."
"Keep your mouth open and no one will know the difference!" she replied.

Harpo now veered to a new tack. "Okay, but if we have white suits, why can't we call
ourselves The Four Yachtsmen?"

"We can't," she replied. "There already is an act called The Four Yachtsmen."
Harpo insisted, "Well, do they dress as yachtsmen?"

"No," she answered. "Not altogether. They just have the hats."

"Then why do they call themselves The Four Yachtsmen?"

My mother's answer was one of the most mysterious I had ever heard. She said, "They
call themselves yachts men because every Sunday they hire a small boat and go fishing in
Jamaica Bay!"

This must sound pretty nutty to the reader, but you must remember that I'm writing about
early vaudeville, and in those days it was even screwier than it is today.

Four years passed. The Four Nightingales were now playing at Atlantic Pier in Atlantic
City. At the end of this pier was a fish net that reached far out into the ocean, and twice a
day they hauled in enough fish to feed the entire state of New Jersey. For two dollars and
a half, a boardinghouse could buy a week's supply of fish, and in Atlantic City only the
very rich had meat on their tables.

My mother negotiated the contract, and we were very happy when she came home and
told us what a wonderful deal she hail made-forty dollars a week and free room and
board.

We were pretty good trenchermen in those days and could hardly wait to get started at
the boardinghouse. Breakfast was served at eight. We were ready at seven-thirty.



"What would you boys like to eat?" asked the waiter. We each ordered a steak. "No, |
guess you didn't understand me," he said. "I meant, what kind of fish would you like for
breakfast?"

"We don't want fish," we answered. "We want steak."
"Okay," he said. "How about some nice halibut steak?"
"Look," I said, "we're actors and we're hungry and we want meat!"

"Well," he shrugged, "if you want meat, you'll have to go some place else. Here you
either eat fish or you don't eat."

We ate fish for breakfast. We ate fish for lunch. And that night, just to vary the
monotony, we had crabs. We had bluefish on Tuesday, whitefish on Wednesday, and on
Thursday we had red snapper for lunch and fried eels for dinner. By this time, two of the
Nightingales were growing fins. Friday morning, while we were having our fish for
breakfast, to while away the time we told each other our dreams of the previous night.
Curiously enough, all our dreams seemed to be about the same subject. We all dreamed
about steak, pork chops, veal cutlets and fried chicken.

On the boardwalk, right next to the theatre, there was a man selling roast beef
sandwiches. He had a little stand and on this stand there was a slab of roast beef about the
size of a suitcase. We were doing four shows a day, and in order to get into and out of the
theatre it was necessary to pass this roast beef shrine eight times-four times on the way in
and four times on the way out.

By Friday, we were so desperate for meat that we were even eying one another. We went
to the manager and asked him to advance us some money on our salary. "Not a nickel,"
he replied. "The last act I advanced money to was The Three Flying Simpsons. Two of
them got drunk and the one who flew landed on top of a woman in the fifth row!" So
there we were, four hungry Nightingales, with almost as much fish in us as there was in
the local aquarium.

The tantalizing odor of the roast beef was driving us mad, and the thought of another
meal of fish was more than we could bear. There seemed to be only one solution. In order
to get some meat, we had to sell something of value.

There was only one object among the four of us that could possibly be converted into
roast beef sandwiches. That was my fountain pen. I had treasured and guarded this Bar
Mitzvah present for four years. I don't know what it was worth, but sentimentally it meant
a great deal to me. The thought of parting with it saddened me beyond words. But the
smell of that juicy meat, coupled with the pleading and threats of my brothers, finally
broke me down, and after some haggling I let the pen go for eight roast beef sandwiches.



We didn't work the following week so we stayed over in Atlantic City. Together, we
spent on roast beef sandwiches almost twenty dollars of the forty we received. After
getting paid, I tried to buy the pen back, but the meat peddler told me he had lost it. He
said he had gone to the end of the pier one morning to watch them haul in the net. While
he was leaning over, the pen had slipped into the water and disappeared into the depths. I
only hope some squid found my pen, because they could be very happy together. As for
me, I was seventeen when I lost it. The next time I ate fish, I was forty.

It didn't always hold true, but a good many of the small time vaudeville acts' salaries
were based on the number of people there were in the act. We had been The Four
Nightingales for four years, and we were now earning two hundred dollars. Four people,
two hundred dollars. Six people, three hundred dollars, and so on. This gave my mother a
brilliant idea. My mother was fifty at the time and she had a sister who was fifty-five. She
decided that if they joined our act, we could raise our salary from two hundred dollars to
three hundred dollars. The fact that neither my mother nor her sister had the slightest
talent didn't bother my mother in the least. She said she knew many people in show
business who didn't have any talent. At the moment she was looking at me. Mom was
traveling with us at the time and she told me she didn't know if her sister Hannah was
available but that she would communicate with her immediately and perhaps she could
persuade her to come on. Apparently it didn't require much urging, for Hannah arrived
the neat morning with a paper suitcase, a beat-up guitar and a white organdy dress which
she had worn at her daughter's wedding.

"Mom," I said, "if you'll forgive my curiosity, what do you and Aunt Hannah plan to do
in the act?"

"Well," she answered, "the first thing we'll do is change the name of the act from The
Four Nightingales to The Six Mascots. That will add a hundred dollars to our salary."

"But what are you going to do in the act to justify the increase?" I asked.

"We'll have two guitars," she said, "and Hannah and I will sing “"Two Little Girls in Blue'
as a duet. We'll pretend we're schoolgirls. We'll dress real young, in blue dresses, and the
audience will think we're two little girls. I'm sure they'll love it."

Schoolgirls! I didn't want to remind my mother that she was fifty and her sister was fifty-
five. "Mom," I said, "about the guitar. I didn't know you could play the guitar."

"Oh, yes," she replied. "The last time you were on the road Harpo showed me and
Hannah the three basic chords."

That day we nervously discarded the name The Four Nightingales and burst anew upon
the theatrical horizon as The Six Mascots. There was no change in the act except, at one
point, two little girls would appear from opposite sides of the stage, each armed with a



guitar, drape themselves on adjoining chairs in the center of the stage and render "Two
Little Girls in Blue."

The opening matinee we four boys stood in the wings, curious and slightly apprehensive
as to what the audience's reaction might be. We didn't want to shake the girls' confidence
by bluntly telling them that their specialty was hopeless. We just prayed they could sneak
on and off without the audience noticing them.

Before going on, Mom and Hannah decided not to wear their glasses. They told each
other that, sans glasses, they would not only look like schoolgirls but might even be
mistaken for tiny tots.

As they arrived at center stage, whether because of the normal nervousness that all
theatrical novices experience, or of the fact that they could barely see without their
glasses, they gracefully proceeded to sit down in the same chair. The fragile gilt chair, not
having been designed for the combined weight of two buxom middle-aged women, did
what any other chair would have done in similar circumstances. It collapsed. Mom and
Hannah fell to the floor with a thud and the guitars flew out of their hands. The bored
piano player, apparently accustomed to such minor catastrophes, quickly broke into "The
Star-Spangled Banner" as Mom and Hannah, in a panic, groped their way to the wings.

The following morning, Mom announced that their maiden performance the night before
had also been their farewell performance. They then kissed us all good-bye and took the
train back to New York.

The Two Mascots having flown, we again became The Four Nightingales, and the extra
hundred dollars a week we had hoped to get was just another dream.

CHAPTER 8
A WAND'RING MINSTREL, I

I am not sure how I got to be a comedian or a comic. Perhaps I'm not a comic. It's not
worth arguing about. At any rate, [ have been making a good living for many years,
masquerading as one. As a lad, I don't remember knocking anyone over with my wit. I'm
a pretty wary fellow, and I have neither the desire nor the equipment to analyze what
makes one man funny to another man. I have read many books by alleged experts,
explaining the basis of humor and attempting to describe what is funny and what isn't. |
doubt if any comedian can honestly say why he is funny and why his next-door neighbor
is not.

I believe all comedians arrive by trial and error. This was certainly true in the old days of
vaudeville, and I'm sure it's true today. The average team would consist of a straight man
and a comic. The straight man would sing, dance or possibly do both. And the comedian



would steal a few jokes from other acts and find a few in the newspapers and comic
magazines. They would then proceed to play small-time vaudeville theatres, burlesque
shows, night clubs and beer gardens. If the comic was inventive, be would gradually
discard the stolen jokes and the ones that died and try out some of his own. In time, if he
was any good, he would emerge from the routine character he had started with and evolve
into a distinct personality of his own. This has been my experience and also that of my
brothers, and I believe this has been true of most of the other comedians.

My guess is that there aren't a hundred top-flight professional comedians, male and
female, in the whole world. They are a much rarer and far more valuable commodity than
all the gold and precious stones in the world. But because we are laughed at, I don't think
people really understand how essential we are to their sanity. If it weren't for the brief
respite we give the world with our foolishness, the world would see mass suicide in
numbers that compare favorably with the death rate of the lemmings.

I'm sure most of you have heard the story of the man who, desperately ill, goes to an
analyst and tells the doctor that he has lost his desire to live and that he is seriously
considering suicide. The doctor listens to this tale of melancholia and then tells the
patient that what he needs is a good belly laugh. He advises the unhappy man to go to the
circus that night and spend the evening laughing at Grock, the world's funniest clown.
The doctor sums it up, "After you have seen Grock, I am sure you will be much happier."
The patient rises to his feet, looks sadly at the doctor, turns and ambles toward the door.
As he starts to leave the doctor says, "By the way, what is your name?" The man turns
and regards the analyst with sorrowful eyes. "I am Grock."

When funnymen play a serious role it always gives me a lingering pain to see the critics
hysterically throw their hats in the air, dance in the streets and overwhelm the comic with
assorted kudos. Why this should evoke such astonishment and enthusiasm in the eyes of
the critics has always baffled me.

There is hardly a comedian alive who isn't capable of doing a first-rate job in a dramatic
role. But there are mighty few dramatic actors who could essay a comic role with any
distinction. David Warfield, Ed Wynn, Walter Houston, Red Buttons, Danny Kaye,
Danny Thomas, Jackie Gleason, Jack Benny, Louis Mann, Charles Chaplin, Buster
Keaton and Eddie Cantor are all first rate comedians who have played dramatic roles, and
they are almost unanimous in saying that, compared to being funny, dramatic acting is
like a two-week vacation in the country.

To convince you that this isn't just a notion exclusively my own, here are the words of S.
N. Behrman, one of our better playwrights:

"Any playwright who has been up against the agony of casting plays will tell you that the
actor who can play comedy is the fellow to shoot for. The comic intuition gets to the
heart of a human situation with a precision and a velocity unattainable in any other way.



A great comic actor will do it for you with an inflection of voice as adroit as the flick of
the wrist of a virtuoso fencer."

Nevertheless, the critics are always surprised.

When we originally started in show business we all had good voices . . . for vaudeville,
at any rate. In the process of growing up, Harpo's and Gummo's voices disappeared. The
only good one left was mine and now that, too, was beginning to crack. We soon realized
that if we were to survive, both theatrically and physically, our act required another
dimension. I got a blond wig. It was an old one that my mother had discarded. With this,
plus a market basket with some fake frankfurters hanging over the side, I pretended

I was a German comedian. All comedians using German accents were called Dutch
comics. The accent came easily to me. We lived in Yorkville, a German neighborhood,
my uncle, Al Shean, was a Dutch comic, and we were surrounded by breweries, all
swarming with Germans. It was a character the audience recognized and liked.

The act wasn't built around much of an idea. The plot consisted of me, as a butcher boy
delivering wieners, asking Harpo and Gummo (who were dressed as yachtsmen) how to
get to Mrs. Schmidt's house. While Gummo pointed me in one direction, Harpo stole the
wieners. I'll admit this isn't much of a storyline. I'll even concede that it isn't in the same
league with Front Page or even My Fair Lady, but at least it was a beginning. What was
even more important, this brief, homemade dialogue gave the audience a chance to forget
the fact that we had just sung.

At that time, the actor's position in society was somewhere between that of a gypsy
fortune teller and a pickpocket. When a minstrel show arrived in a small town, families
would lock up their young daughters, put up the shutters and hide the silverware. To give
you an idea of the actor's social status, a Southern planter in Shreveport, Louisiana, once
told one of my brothers that he would kill him if he ever spoke to his daughter again.
Only the fact that the planter was busy attending a lynching that afternoon prevented him
from shooting my brother.

The so-called glamour of the stage didn't reach as far as the theatres and towns we
played. To gain access to the dressing rooms of the average vaudeville theatre, you first
looked for the dirtiest alley in town.

Somewhere down this alley would be the stage door. You would then grope your way
down a flight of grimy stairs and enter a dimly lit, damp and frequently rat-infested
cellar, where the dressing rooms were located.



I must admit that there was some justification for the actor's unsavory social reputation.
Most of us stole a little harmless little things like hotel towels and small rugs. There were
a few actors who would swipe anything they could stuff in a trunk. One actor was caught
trying to get away with a midget who was part of another act. Nothing was safe. Most
actors could tell you where they had played all season just by looking at the names on
the hotel towels.

Fortunately for the hotels, most of them were too expensive for us. We generally lived in
boardinghouses. Room and board, seven dollars single per week. Two in a room, six
dollars each. Three in a room, five-fifty apiece. One act I knew never patronized either a
hotel or a boardinghouse. They slept on army cots in their dressing room and cooked all
their meals on a Sterno stove.

Though we were poorly dressed, we were actors from New York and I guess we looked
pretty glamorous to the town girls in the sticks. Naturally, the town boys hated us, and for
years we never left a theatre at night without blackjacks tucked away in our back pockets.

I think I was in show business ten years before I had a room with a bath. The
boardinghouses usually had a bathroom at the far end of a drafty hall, and in the morning
as you sneaked down the corridor, you were apt to glimpse four or five heads of varying
sexes peeking around half-open doors, waiting for the bathroom door to open. When it
finally did, the race down the hall would reveal some fairly startling sections of anatomy.

The bedrooms in these boardinghouses generally contained an iron bed, a lumpy
mattress, a thin rug and a bowl and pitcher. Draped over the pitcher would be two sleazy
face towels and two threadbare bath towels. These were yours for the entire week. By the
end of the week the towels would be so dirty you would usually bypass them and fan
yourself dry. If you were lucky enough to land in a boardinghouse where the landlady
was a widow or had a few daughters, things were sometimes a bit easier.

We were playing for Gus Sun in Cincinnati and living in a fleabag hotel that I hope, for
the sake of Cincinnati's fair name, has disappeared by this time.

The Gus Sun circuit consisted of a string of little vaudeville theatres throughout Ohio
and a few neighboring states. The shows consisted of five acts, appearing at two, four,
six, eight and ten. The rest of the day was yours, unless business was exceptionally good.
In that case the manager would slip in an extra performance or two for which you didn't
get paid.

The burlesque theatre down the street was housing a show called "Cook's Runaway
Girls." I don't know what they were running away from, but it could have been the show
they were in. The entire company lived in one hotel, and at night after our five
performances we used to go over to their hotel and sit in the lobby gazing longingly at the
girls, the way a poor, underprivileged kid gazes in the window of a candy store.



Theatrically, we were at the bottom of the social ladder. Five performances a day in a
ten-cent vaudeville theatre was about as low as you could get. The only things below us
were the carnival shows, one-ring circuses and the crooked medicine hustlers, selling
fake nostrums on street corners to gullible yahoos.

The burlesque company opened one day before we did, so we had an opportunity to see
their show. It was awful. The leading lady was forty-five and weighed about 150 pounds.
Her costume consisted of white silk tights and an American flag draped around her ample
middle. The flag puzzled me. At first I thought she wore it bec