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THE GREAT AMERICAN HERO
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THERE WERE MANY INCIDENTS that inspired my search for the great American hero. A pivotal one occurred when I was eight or nine years old in public school in Rochester, a middle-class tailoring center in upstate New York. This was my first contact with a living legend, a fragile little old man, obviously bewildered, dressed in a blue Civil War uniform worn thin over the years.


I never learned the man’s name. Our teacher, a pretty young woman whose military knowledge was limited, just presented him as, “The Soldier.” That was enough for us kids—he was The Soldier, plain and simple, a veteran to be honored, though long past his fighting prime.


The old vet lovingly clutched a flag as tall as he was, holding it rigidly upright like an antenna.


He faced the class. Proudly he unfurled the flag—to the cheers of his eager young audience.


This was a banner I had never seen before. It had the same number of red stripes as today, four above the union, three below. However, the blue union area in the upper corner carried a single five-pointed star made up of 35 smaller stars.


At a much later date I learned that it was a popular flag at the time, called the 35-star Great Star Flag, similar to the 36-star flag that draped President Lincoln’s coffin. The company that made the coffin flag gave it 36 stars by mistake.


Yes, the nation confused us as much then as it does now.


The teacher came forward.


“Class, we are fortunate today to be addressed by a great American hero who brings to you an historic message.”


The little soldier stepped forward. Beginning with the student in the back left corner of the room, he extended his right hand, and shook the seated kid’s hand. As he did, he said these words:


“Shake the hand that shook the hand of Abraham Lincoln!”


He moved from desk to desk, shook every hand, and repeated the same message to each and all.


Wow!


Historic? More than that…it was iconic.


Our teacher sidled into a position in back of the vet. She pointed her finger to her forehead and twirled it. We all hoped it didn’t mean what we all knew it meant. We kids of Rochester, New York, were smarter than a lot of people thought we were.


So we paid her no mind. Our enthusiasm was evident, and the inspired old soldier was encouraged. He burst out into song.


“Oh, the old flag never touched the ground, boys. The dear old flag was never down!”


Mission accomplished. The children kept on cheering and the old vet kept singing as he marched out of the classroom, another battle won. Another great boost for a patriotic nation.


I would always remember the odd little fighting man as I continued in my life-long quest for the great American Hero. Eventually I would find him… and more.


You must have seen a few of them in your neighborhood—the ever-expanding, ever-exciting fantasy world of comic books.




CHAPTER ONE
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SOMETIMES it seemed like we were all the sons of Schneiders. Jack Kirby, Will Eisner, and I—all of our fathers were tailors. Even Jerry Siegel’s father was a haberdasher. When you look back at it, the whole comic book industry seemed to stem from the clothing business.


My father, Harry Simon, was an immigrant from Great Britain. He came from Leeds, a major British clothing center famous for the manufacturing of wool, so it was only natural that when he came to the United States in 1905 he would land in Rochester, NY.


He looked just like Harry Truman, and I think he was 20 years old when he came to the United States with $5 in his pocket. At Ellis Island they asked him where he was going to live. He told the authorities he would be staying with his brother, who had arrived a couple of years earlier. His whole family had been moving here, one after the other, and he went into business with his younger brother, Isaac, who was also a tailor—a pants maker.


With a population nearing 175,000, Rochester was almost exactly the same size as Leeds. The third largest city in the state—behind New York City and Buffalo—it was the center of the United States garment industry, especially men’s clothing. We had all of the major companies back then—Bond Clothing Stores, Hickey Freeman, Fashion Park, and Stein-Bloch & Company. By the time I came along the population had already exploded to nearly a quarter of a million people. Bond employed 4,000 people, and the city’s entire clothing industry—which produced 1,500,000 suits and overcoats in 1919 alone—boasted a full-time labor force of more than 10,000 workers.
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Harry Simon’s family in Leeds, England, 1901. Back row, left to right: Harry, Isaac, and Sara. Front Row, left to right: Irving, Lena, Hyman Samuel Simon, grandson Jack Taylor, and Etty Ruth Pollack Simon (with baby Rose).


There was always a lot of conflict between the factories and the laborers, who were openly recruited to join unions such as the Amalgamated Clothing Workers and the United Garment Workers. As soon as my father arrived he got himself into trouble as a union organizer and a socialist—“You take care of me, and I’ll take care of me.” The manufacturers didn’t like it. I think my father lost some jobs because of it, but he just went into business for himself and worked out of his own home.


The big clothing factories are gone now. As far as I know, there’s only one major suit maker left—Hickey Freeman. But back then there were a bunch of factories, they were huge, and to my father it seemed as if the streets were “paved with gold,” as they used to say.


My father often had his shop in the front room of the apartment he rented with my mother, Rose. It was a lot like the tenements in New York City on the Lower East Side, where Jack Kirby grew up. We didn’t call it an apartment, though. We called it a “flat,” as the English do. We had a railroad flat, where the living space went from front to back without any windows on the side. You only had windows if you were very lucky.


Harry Simon was a terrific tailor. He made my Boy Scout uniform. He made my suits from scratch. I wore one each time I went on job interviews. When Kirby first saw me, he said I was the first comic book artist he had ever seen wearing a suit.


It’s weird, but I never knew my mother’s maiden name. Many years ago, when a bank asked me for it in order to set up an account, I had to make one up, and it stuck with me ever since. Of course, for security purposes, I can’t reveal it here.


Rose was playing on a girls’ basketball team when my father met her. The sport was a very different thing in those days. The women would wear these bloomers, and they’d each be assigned a position on the court. Under the rules, they weren’t allowed to stray from that spot, so they would just pass the ball to one another. I think it was so they didn’t have to run—women were considered very fragile back then. I have no way of measuring how fragile Rose was (or wasn’t), but she was a tall woman. She was playing in a game there in Rochester when my father first saw her, and he fell in love. Soon they were married, and then they had a daughter—my sister Beatrice—who was born in 1912.


Nine months later my mother was pregnant again.


My mother’s cousin, Little Izzy, was a pharmacist in Rochester. His name was Izzy Rosenthal, and he had a very nice drug store on Joseph Avenue at the corner of Baden Street, not far from the trolley stop. He did very well, and when my mother learned that she was pregnant, she went to him for medical advice. Since she had to work—she was a buttonhole-maker in the clothing factories—and she already had a baby, she was terribly worried that she couldn’t afford another child so close in age. So she went to Izzy for help. Even now I can see what a problem it must have been for her.
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Harry Simon in 1905, the year he arrived in the United States.


She consulted with Uncle Izzy.


“We have to get rid of this baby,” she pleaded, meaning me.


“I’ll give you a pill,” Izzy said.


He prescribed her an aspirin. So you see how I dodged a bullet, and was born in 1913—on October 11—in Rochester’ Strong Memorial Hospital.


A lot of my father’s family was there in Rochester. He had a cousin named Hymie—tall, trim, and handsome, the kind of man women used to swoon for. Hymie was the family pet. So when my mother gave birth to me, my father completed the birth certificate without consulting her, and named me “Hymie Simon.” He brought it back, and my mother couldn’t read it. Eventually she figured it out, and flipped. Turns out she wanted me named after her brother, Joseph.


Now her Joseph, she said, was a Russian Cossack who had fallen off of his horse. The horse trampled him in the head, and he died. Nobody has ever believed that story, though. First of all, I don’t think they had any Jewish Cossacks. Whether they did or not didn’t really matter—the bottom line was that she wanted me named Joseph, and she didn’t want me named Hymie Simon. At least if it had been “Hyman” Simon, she said, it would have rhymed and sounded pretty good, but Hymie Simon…


No, she just called me Joseph, and after a while it stuck.


Yet that’s not what my birth certificate says. To this day it hasn’t been corrected, not social security-wise, veteran-wise, or for anything else. And rather than fight it, I just let it go—even though it means I can’t ever get a passport. At one point I asked my son-in-law the lawyer if it would cause any problems after I pass on, and he said no, not unless there’s fraud committed. So that’s where I stand.


I’m Hymie Simon.


I’ve never told that story before, and you know why? Because I was never old enough to tell that story—it was too embarrassing. I guess I’m old enough now.


We never had middle names in my family, either. We couldn’t afford middle names. But I took the “H” from Hymie and I made it into Henry: Joseph Henry Simon, Joseph H. Simon. I picked up the “H”—it wasn’t there originally, but Hymie was there.


What can I tell you?
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As I said, my mother was a tall woman, slim, and my father was maybe an inch taller than she was—he must have been about five-feet-ten at the most. She wasn’t much of a reader, and didn’t communicate well in writing, but she spoke perfectly well. She was also a great singer—at least so they told me. At every party Rose Simon would get up and give these screeching performances that I simply didn’t comprehend. Everybody liked it, and she thought she was going to be an opera singer, but I couldn’t stand it. She thought I would be a singer, too, but then she had me sing for her one day while we were driving in the car.


“Let’s see what you sound like,” she said.


So I sang for her.


“Forget about it,” she said. She told me I was tone deaf, and that was that.


While I couldn’t stand her singing, I thought my mother was the greatest cook, and she delighted in cooking for me. She prepared these Russian dishes that were so delicious you couldn’t imagine them today. We ate a lot of meat, including a lot of brisket. I don’t know how healthy that was for us, but it was really wonderful. It certainly didn’t stunt my growth, and my mother was trying to put weight on me from as early as I can remember. I was the skinny kid—six-feet-three, tall, very strong, but skinny—and she tried everything. It got to the point where she tried feeding me Guinness stout.


We had a very loving family. Sure, my sister and I used to fight a lot, but that was normal. I took a lot of crap for her, and got into a couple of fights protecting her from neighborhood hoodlums. That’s what brothers do.


Early on my father was very religious. Passover used to be a big holiday, when the whole family would gather for the Seder dinner. Everybody would sit around the table; each would raise a glass of wine and say, “Next year in Jerusalem.”


And the next year would come around, and they would do the same thing.


“Next year in Jerusalem.”


I couldn’t figure out what the hell they were talking about. As far as I could tell, it meant that the next year the Jews would go to the Holy Land, today’s Israel. Some year, they were certain, it was going to happen.


Eventually my father turned away from religion, and by that time I had already turned away. I didn’t believe in a guy up there with a long white beard directing traffic. I’ve always tended to think for myself. When I was in school, though, I used to look over the books they gave us, with the stories, and these wonderful illustrations of God in his cloud. I loved the fact that they would put such beautiful pictures in a book.


I was an avid reader, and used to spend half my day in the library, the other half on the ball fields. I loved Mark Twain, and was fascinated by the story of Huckleberry Finn going down the river on the raft. I read some of the pulp magazines, but Jack Kirby was the pulp man—he used to read all of them, especially the science fiction titles. Mostly I read a different type of literature; I read all of the Tarzan books by Edgar Rice Burroughs, and all of the stories about the Knights of the Round Table. Horatio Alger, Jr., Tom Swift, and the Frank Merriwell mysteries—I read everything. There was one series called The Boy Allies that was set in World War I. Those novels in particular would have an impact on my career later on.


My parents actually tried their hand at writing a romance novel of their own. They loved to read those true confessions magazines put out by Fawcett and Hearst. We called them “flats”—magazines, but printed on newsprint. Well, one of them was sponsoring a contest, “Write us a story about how you met and fell in love,” or something like that. I vividly remember them sitting together at the kitchen table. My mother couldn’t write, so my father was writing it out by hand. (They didn’t even have a typewriter. The biggest purchase in their lives up to that point was when they bought a sewing machine for the tailoring business.)


I don’t think they ever sold that story—they probably didn’t even send it off—but the effort they put into it always stuck with me.


A lot of my inspiration came from the daily and Sunday funnies like The Gumps by Sidney Smith, Gasoline Alley by Frank King, and Mutt and Jeff by Bud Fisher. Herriman’s Krazy Kat was amazing. Alex Raymond and Milton Caniff were strong influences on me, and Prince Valiant in all of its excellence was about splendor beyond the imagination—Hal Foster was great. I really enjoyed Foxy Grandpa, a strip by Carl Edward (“Bunny”) Schultze, about a sly little fellow who always wound up outsmarting his two mischievous grandsons.


When Chester Gould’s Dick Tracy came along during the Depression, he was a no-nonsense cop who shot evildoers dead. It was some of the earliest violent killing in the strips, exactly the sort of thing that would get us in trouble in the 1950s with comic books like Justice Traps the Guilty. Gould’s audience, however, turned out to be of all ages including, they said, a young J. Edgar Hoover. They cheered when Tracy avenged the murder of his fiancée’s father.
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Beginning in 1921, Ed Wheelan’s Minute Movies were my favorites—predecessors to the comic books of the future.


Even though it was a big hit, Dick Tracy wasn’t a favorite of mine. I was born into the realistic type of drawing, and Dick Tracy was a cartoon. Ironically enough, years later I wound up doing a lot of Dick Tracy covers for Harvey Comics when they reprinted the strip, and I got to know the character very well.


My favorite strip, however, was a thing by Ed Wheelan called Minute Movies. Parodying the films of the time, the series was like a comic book, really, with a cast of characters and a storyline that continued over several days until Wheelan had finished the sequence, and then he’d start all over again with a new movie. It wasn’t that I cared much for the artwork itself, but I loved that concept, and years later when comic books evolved, that’s exactly what they were—continuities with a beginning, a middle, a climax, and an end—a complete story.


Every city had several newspapers, and most were thriving—unlike the modern newspapers, which are dying out rapidly. They vied extravagantly for the most popular comic strips, which could do wonders for their circulations.


The highlight of each week came when Beatrice and I received our turn at the Sunday funnies, which were always in spectacular color. As soon as our parents turned them over to us, we sprawled on the carpet in the “front room,” as the living room was called, and devoured our favorite strips. Since our first-floor flat doubled as our father’s tailor shop, for business purposes the light fixtures on the walls had been converted from gas to electricity. Thus, on Sunday evenings we went back to the funnies under the light of those modern electrical luxuries.
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Rochester was our world—we didn’t know of anything else except what we saw in the movies, where it was always Broadway, New York City, and William Randolph Hearst. I used to love reading about the big city, which by that time had more than five million people in it, and many of my hopes and dreams revolved around living there some day.


Eastman Kodak, the photography company, was a major manufacturer in Rochester, and its founder, George Eastman, was still alive when I was young—he was part of the curriculum we studied in school. There was an Eastman Theatre and an Eastman School of Music at the university. Rochester was a city of parks, and Kodak sponsored many of those, as well. They also funded a lot of clinics. I remember I used to ride my bike to the Eastman Dental Dispensary, where I think they ruined my teeth. It took me years to get them fixed.


George Eastman took his own life, actually, because of the pain caused by the same spinal condition that put his mother into a wheelchair. He left a suicide note saying, “My work is done. Why wait?”


The Jewish population of Rochester had strong ties to the tailoring business for many years. The owners of the companies were German Jews, and most of the factory workers were Jewish, too. As far as anti-Semitism, we all learned to live with it the way other minorities have learned to live with their problems, even today. Early on I understood what integration and segregation meant, because it was understood that we wouldn’t move into this section, we wouldn’t move into that house, and so on. But rather than overt anti-Semitism, it was in a relatively hidden form. Maybe you didn’t see it, but you knew what was going on. You’d go to a real estate agent and he’d say, “You won’t be happy here.” That type of thing.


So America has always had a problem in that respect, for the Jews, for the Irish, for lots of folks. But even when I was a kid I always thought people were nice. I had a tremendous respect for patriotism, and pride in my country. I think that was a big part of me when I went into comics. In my mind this was the greatest country ever, these were the greatest people ever.


Some of them didn’t like us?


No problem.
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My family used to have a lot of money problems, though, even before the Depression, and I always had to contribute to the household income. There was a time when I was selling newspapers and no matter how cold it was, we used to get up early in the morning and meet at a coffee shop where we were given our newspapers. We’d have our donuts and milk—I was too young for coffee—and then we’d go off to sell the papers in front of the clothing factories. Where we met would change from week to week—we had to move on when each coffee shop got sick of us taking up space. Sometimes it would just be a street corner.


I would have been roughly 14 or 15 at the time, so this would be about 1927 or 1928.


I frequently sold my newspapers at Bausch & Lomb, a worldwide optical conglomerate that also made microscopes, binoculars, and camera lenses. We used to live about a block from the factory, near the railroad tracks that led to it. There would always be wondrous glass treasures that fell off the trains and landed beneath the trestles—a kid could spend endless hours exploring there.


Bausch & Lomb was huge in Rochester. Beginning with World War I and again during World War II they were granted a bunch of government contracts to manufacture things such as field glasses, searchlight mirrors, periscopes, and torpedo sights. But that didn’t really make a difference to me—not at the time. What I remember is that we used to go right into the lobby of the building and sell our papers for two cents…They were two cents!


Little did I suspect that later I would get into the newspaper business as a writer and cartoonist. One day I would create a group of newsboys who would become nationally famous comic book heroes.
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Yet life wasn’t all work, and I’d say that I had a happy childhood.


All my life, I’ve loved women—but I was too shy back then to do anything about it. That was one reason I liked to go to the library, because it was where the pretty girls would go a lot. I even remember that I had a crush on this one girl all through school. Her name was Marion. I think she liked me, but to this day I’m not sure if she ever really knew how I felt. She blushed a lot when I looked her way, though.


I had a lot of friends, and I was always managing or playing on the sports teams. I don’t think there was little league baseball back then—that didn’t come along until the late 1930s—so we organized our own baseball league. We didn’t have football, either, but for an entirely different reason. The year before I went to high school, Rochester had three players who died on the high school football teams, so football had been barred from our schools. But we had everything else.
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Selling newspapers at the Bausch & Lomb plant helped a lot when Simon and Kirby created the Newsboy Legion.


Basketball was an important part of my life, and I got into the sport when I was very young. I remember playing in the basement of a building, probably a school, where the ceilings were no more than eight feet high. There was no dunking, that’s for sure—it wasn’t high enough to dunk. And yet my friends were always struggling to get onto a team, and to get into the game. They had the Catholic kids there, and the Irish. We always used to get into fights with the Irish kids, but the Jewish kids weren’t there to fight—they were there to play basketball. So when the fight would start the Jewish kids would just sit down on the floor, ending the conflict before it could go anywhere. We played some black teams, too, and when you ran into one of those players it was like running into a steel scaffold.


We had one black kid in our gang—“gang” meaning the athletic teams. His name was Bobby Bray. His brother was the president of the June 1933 class at Benjamin Franklin High School, where I went as a senior. There weren’t a lot of black people in our area, and Bobby lived near downtown, off of one of the main streets. He was part of us, as far as we were concerned—he was no different from the rest. You say something wrong about Bobby and you’d have to fight the whole gang.


I managed the basketball team in high school, but I didn’t play on the team. Managing was tough in those days. You had to arrange for transportation—find somebody with a car to take the kids to away games. It wasn’t easy. Back then I used to sell the tickets for the games. I’d split the money with the other players. It was really a matter of establishing connections.


We had a guy on the team who was six-feet-six. His name was Paul Williams, he was our center, and he was considered a freak because he was so tall. I was just six-feet-three, so I was a sub-freak.


I went to movies as often as I could, although back then they didn’t even have sound—they were black-and-white with captions. They’d have a guy playing an organ, right there in front of the screen, down where he wouldn’t get in the way. I remember the first movie that truly impressed me was The Jazz Singer with Al Jolson and May McAvoy. That was the first sound movie. In it, Jolson plays the son of a cantor—the person who leads a congregation in prayer—who abandons his father’s Jewish tradition to perform modern jazz (circa 1927). The Jazz Singer drew huge audiences, many of whom scanned the theaters to see where the phonographs were hidden.


Years later, the movie that impressed all of us comic book guys was Citizen Kane, the film Orson Welles made about William Randolph Hearst, with all his weird angle shots and different film noir techniques. Those of us who were in the comic book business at that point—Citizen Kane was released in 1941—all went to see it over and over again. It influenced a lot of our work for many years.
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Although I grew up in Rochester, that wasn’t the only place we lived. From time to time we would move to where my father’s relatives or my mother’s relatives lived—Chicago, Detroit, wherever they would take us in. We were like homeless people for a while. Both of my parents had large families—I know I had lots of aunts and uncles on both sides. When I was ten years old we moved to Chicago and stayed there for a year. It was 1923. My father opened a mom-and-pop store, you know, an ice cream and candy store.


The kids in Chicago didn’t take to me, so every day I’d have to find a different route to and from school, always crossing the railroad tracks that were right behind our house. But they’d find me, and give me a beating. They would grab my roller skates, I’d fight for them, and then go back home with bloody knuckles. I remember my father called in the police once to get my bicycle back. He looked at those bloody knuckles and he was so proud of me. A little Jew fighting those tough Irish kids in Chicago. It wasn’t a race thing, however, it was just a turf thing. We lived in a crummy neighborhood.


But then we returned to Rochester. I suspect it was because there was more needle trade there, as they used to say. Those were the years leading up to the Great Depression, but there were lots of people already struggling for money. All through those times I remember guys on the street selling apples, and I remember the milkman who used to come with his horse and buggy in the morning. He’d leave the milk by the front door, and after we’d drunk it we’d leave the empty glass bottles for him to pick up. As a little boy, that was all I knew—it was life then. I had no concept of what it would be like in a booming economy.


My first real brush with politics came in the early 1930s, at the height of the Great Depression, when both of my parents got paid to work on the first Franklin Delano Roosevelt campaign. Both my mother and my father were avid FDR supporters, working out of the tailor shop. My father would go out and talk to people on the street, or go door-to-door to talk to them in their homes. He and my mother would send out brochures and letters and make phone calls.


All my life my father would sit around smoking cigars and talking about politics. He’d finish a cigar, crush up what was left of it, put the tobacco in a pipe and keep going.


It seemed like everybody was a democrat then. When FDR ran for president he was going to solve all of our problems. We truly believed.




CHAPTER TWO
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I DON’T REMEMBER when I went to drawing.


I was always interested in writing and artwork, at the top of my class and semi-famous in school. Every Christmas the teachers would send me around from classroom to classroom to draw Santa Claus on the blackboard using colored chalk. I was maybe eight years old. It all came very easily to me.


The rest of the year, I’d sit and make these elaborate pencil drawings of cowboys or horses or whatever the kids wanted, and sell them for a penny or two. Even as a young boy I was a working artist.


My father encouraged me, but my mother didn’t think I could make a living that way.


“Artist, shmartist,” she’d say.


Because we moved frequently, I went to more than one high school, including East High and Monroe High. I was a senior at Benjamin Franklin High School, which opened for business in 1930—I think we were in the first class there. Franklin began as a junior high school, and was quickly converted into a junior-senior high school. I’ve been told by my friend Michael Grossman that it’s been broken up into several schools now, including the Global Media Arts High School, where they’re particularly interested in my career, especially in light of the Captain America movie.


When I was in high school, however, I didn’t take any art classes, yet I was still the school illustrator—always drawing. The school newspaper was where I had my first comic strip published and encountered my first creative controversy. Done in brush and pen, my strip was sexual in nature, though very, very naïve, all I can recall is that it said something like, ‘Just between you and me and the lamppost,’ and it had something about kissing. Very innocent. But I was admonished for it later.


I was anxious to work for print, so I did artwork for the 1932 yearbook, called The Key. Next to my photograph there’s a little poem:


Joe Simon is an artist rare;
His works draw tears and fun;
We’ve lost the count of cards he made
After reaching ninety-one.


I did one strip and several standalone gray-tone tempera illustrations for the title pages in The Key: sports, music—the whole gamut of the curriculum. They were similar to the splash pages I would later do for comics, and it was the only time I tried a technique based on art deco—the futuristic style that was gaining popularity at the time. One of the best examples of art deco is the Chrysler Building in New York City.


Two universities saw the illustrations I had done and contacted the school to buy the rights to use the artwork in their own yearbooks. Each university paid $10 for the rights, and the high school faculty held a meeting to determine whether the school should keep the money or if it should go to me. I won by a single vote, and my professional career was born.


[image: Image]


There was a girl who saw this picture, taken during my high school years, and said, “You were Sinatra skinny!”


[image: Image]


The Key included one comic strip, predicting the future in store for some of the students.


There were a couple of artists who came to Rochester from New York to take their vacations. They always had their little sketchpads with which to draw people on the streets, in the train station, on the busses, even leaning against the lampposts. I must’ve seen them doing it, and I tried doing the same thing. It was the first time I ever attempted anything like that. I learned a lot, especially since I hadn’t had any formal art training.


While I was the art director of the school newspaper and the yearbook I got a call from the Chamber of Commerce in Rochester. They needed a cover for their magazine, and maybe some interior illustrations, as well. They had seen my work in the school paper and yearbook, and they asked if I would be interested in doing some work for them—although without payment.


“Sure, I’d love to do it,” I told them. I was, what, a senior in high school?


And when the other guys in the school art department heard about it they tried to steal the work away from me, calling the Chamber of Commerce and telling them they were better than I was. I had a bunch of guys fighting with me over free work!


“Well, why didn’t you do the illustrations in the yearbook,” the guy from the Chamber of Commerce said to them. They had no response


Anyway, I got the job.
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While I was in high school I knew a guy named Jacob Finklestein, who would have a very unique impact on some of my later work. He was our gang’s clown, and we had a singsong rhyme about him:


What do you think?
My name is Fink,
I’ll press your pants for nothing?


Fink was the direct inspiration for Housedate Harry, who starred in My Date Comics, beginning in 1947. In real life he would do exactly what Housedate Harry would do in the comics—make a date with a girl then spend the entire time on her sofa. She would happily bring him the treats—eats, soda—and he never had to spend a cent.
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These pages from the Benjamin Franklin High School yearbook represented my one attempt at art deco.
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Ralph Amdursky took this photo of me while we were in high school. Ralph became a fixture at the Rochester Journal-American.


Even before high school I ran with Abe Levitt, who was about six months older than I was. He was my best friend for many, many years, a great athlete and, like me, his father was a tailor—a Schneider. We had a whole gang of teenagers who did outrageous things together. We all had our different aliases. Abe was “Little” Levitt, I was “Gregory G. Sykes” (“G” for “Great”)—that’s how I would introduce myself.


Our group included a tall Swedish guy named Kenneth Stenzel who was voted the handsomest guy in the school, and he had a rhyme next to his photo in the yearbook, as well:


Kennie’s tall and Kennie’s fair;
He’s the proverbial answer
To a maiden’s prayer.


We also had Morris “Bucky” Pierson. Later I would use his nickname for Captain America’s sidekick. Bucky had an older brother who was called “Buck.” They were both tough kids. Buck played in the American Basketball Association, for the Rochester Centrals, Rochester being in the center of New York State. They played such teams as the Boston Celtics at the great Rochester Armory. Big Buck Pierson was a starting guard for the Centrals and he often brought us to the games to watch and learn.


Bucky was my age, on my basketball team at Benjamin Franklin High School. In all those years we never knew Buck and Bucky Pierson by any other name. There were rumors that the family name was a shortened version of something like Piersonsky or Piersonovitch. A lot of families had dropped or shortened their European names when they emigrated to America. Pierson was a good American name, that was how Bucky was registered in school, so that’s who he was.


Those years were in the heart of the Great Depression. A guy had to scrounge around to make a couple of nickels. There was one summer vacation when Bucky and I lost track of each other for about three weeks. Then he showed up at my house “to say goodbye.” His face was almost unrecognizable, as he tried to smile through the scroungiest black beard I had ever seen. He explained that he had a summer gig. He had hired out to play for the House of David, a traveling basketball team. All players were required to wear beards—the longer, the better.


“The House of David,” I said. “What’s that, some kind of religious thing?”
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Jacob Finklestein was the inspiration for Housedate Harry in My Date comics.
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The basketball team included a lot of the gang: the unnaturally tall Paul Williams (third from left), handsome Kennie Stenzel (fourth from left), Bobby Bray (sixth), Bucky Pierson (eighth), and Little Levitt (far right).


“I have no idea,” he said. “It’s like…employment.”


Bucky came from an observant Jewish family, and a job was a job. We would miss him on the Sabbath when he organized the crap games in the back alley of the synagogue. But the summer flew by, school started. Bucky was back, shaved, and everything was normal.


It’s not as easy as one would suspect, tagging a new comic book character with a solid moniker. The name “Bucky” was perfect for Captain America’s crime-fighting kid buddy. Over the years I’ve read weird accounts trying to crack the secret codes associated with naming characters. One annoying analysis associated Cap’s Bucky with a “buck negro,” and insisted that it was politically incorrect. It’s nonsense, and it’s insulting.


Bucky was just a good kid on my basketball team. And a spunky crime-fighter.
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I started smoking cigars when I was 17, even before I was working on newspapers. I wanted to smoke, and all of the guys were smoking cigarettes. But my mother thought it was a bad idea, so she started me into smoking cigars, like my father.


There was a guy named Calderon in our group. His father had a cigar business. They were the distributors to the mom-and-pop stores in the area. He was on our fringe because he was a Jew, but he was a Turkish Jew—we called them “turkey lurkeys.” Years later, Jack Kirby and I had a special deal to get our favorite cigars—Bering cigars made in Honduras—from Calderon’s company at a special rate.


We weren’t always nice people, however. We had some bums in the gang. We had one guy who dated a girl in a mob family, and he became involved in the “business.” I came back to town one time to find a story in the newspaper describing how he had displeased the mob. There was a picture of our guy, right there in the paper, his throat cut from ear to ear.


Like me, Little Levitt was involved in all sorts of activities in high school—he was in the class play The Ghost Story, he was on the soccer team and the basketball team. He went on to college. A lot of guys didn’t know where they were going at that time, but he did—he got a job with a butcher shop, and eventually he bought the place. Levitt’s business supplied a lot of restaurants all over the area, all the way down to New York City, so he did very well. He had a daughter who, like my own daughter, Lori, married an Irishman, and Abe eventually sold his business to the Irishman son-in-law.

OEBPS/images/image010.jpg





OEBPS/images/image011.jpg





OEBPS/images/image015.jpg
Th AFRAID 1 CANT STAY
L O oo Y @
o R

R e

e Cus!

e [Bess Cowe LETs Ge I A R we L vesy

Y T Wiy 0% M G
Rey BASR1 ) | 700 TOWMNSTANRS S0

WANTS T S22 e Show
TONIGHT S0 Wy PN wE
AL GO DGEDER

ARE I SovE Mgy
G000 NomBERS"

55 SEE MES LA
Bon A s iy
e

00 AN W% PART RIDE I BReK
R Khig BABE D Wik

LETHS CAR






OEBPS/images/image018.jpg





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg





OEBPS/images/image023.jpg





OEBPS/images/image024.jpg
e ol
2

©

v’ Malimory - AnD
JUNAS LEvy Taws FiMANCE-

ki

N

=z

I o o
uu;mw
- GETG e

[V Borce
| ones' e views,

o s e Somdl Voigr—

e lumw
S

| ‘HIJ

'7.

STuATioN, SPEAKING-FROM A
Wi PLA[FORM






OEBPS/images/image022.jpg





OEBPS/images/image027.jpg
.....
T Yo

ON T SIX MONTHS AGO~

WE CAN'T GET HIM OFF/

YOUR DATE/ 4






OEBPS/images/image028.jpg





OEBPS/images/image003.jpg
JOE SIMON

TITAN BOOKS





OEBPS/images/image025.jpg





OEBPS/images/image026.jpg





OEBPS/images/image009.jpg





OEBPS/images/image007.jpg





