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      “QUIET ON THE SET!   QUIET ON THE SET!

      IT MUST BE QUIET SO THE ACTORS CAN HEAR THE DIRECTOR.”

      The voice of the assistant director boomed through the huge megaphone. The crowd of over three thousand watched the filming of the comedy.

      “IF SILENCE IS NOT MAINTAINED DURING THE FILMING OF EACH SCENE, THE POLICE WILL HAVE TO REMOVE THE AUDIENCE. I KNOW YOU WANT TO SEE THIS MOVIE MADE. PLEASE COOPERATE!”

      Frank Kirby, the director, was the man in charge. A Hollywood veteran who had won acclaim as assistant director for his work on two of the greatest silent film classics. The original Ben Hur that starred Francis X. Bushman and The Big Parade starring Rene Adore and matinee idol John Gilbert. Producer/writer Hal Roach had selected Kirby to helm this “Our Gang Comedy” titled The Pie Eating Champeen.

      Mr. Kirby, who had a quiet way of handling children, walked slowly toward the three-and-a-half-year-old actor playing the role of “Wheezer” who was standing on the sidewalk at the beginning of the Bank Block where the scene was to be played.

      Kirby always spoke to his young actors by the names of the characters they played in the film rather than their real names. “Wheezer,” he said in a soft voice, “we are going to film this scene just the way we rehearsed it except this time there will be real watermelon in front of the store. You will walk down the street to the grocery store which has a stand with slices of watermelon on ice in front. You will take a slice, take a bite, and then you will hear the grocer yell at you and start rushing to the door of the store. You will drop the melon and run as fast as you can to the far end of the block where the scene ends. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Mr. Kirby.”

      Frank turned and started to walk back to a spot between the cameras as he yelled, “Slate for Take One,” The cameramen started grinding their cameras and recorded the slate information. “The Pie Eating Champeen. Hal Roach Productions, Take One,” the director called “Action” and Wheezer started his walk. Reaching the grocery, he grabbed a slice of melon, took a bite and stood eating the melon as the grocery owner rushed out the door. Kirby yelled, “Cut,” as the crowd roared with laughter.

      Kirby’s sweating face was flushed as he raced to his actor still eating melon. “Wheezer, where’s your mind? We’re making a movie and you are to take my direction. I told you to drop the melon and run.”

      This tiny actor answered with watermelon juice running down his chin, “I never tasted watermelon before and it’s so good.”

      “Okay, I’ll grant you it’s good and you can have all the slices you want after we complete this scene. This time, take a bit, drop the melon and run.”

      “I’ll do it, Mr. Kirby.”

      “Swell, let’s go. You get on your mark. Slate boys, let the cameras know this will be Take Two.”

      Kirby called “Action”. Wheezer started his walk. Once in front of the grocery, he grabbed a slice of melon, took a bite, then dropped the melon and ran as the grocery owner came running out the door.

      Kirby yelled, “Cut! We’ll print that,” as he ran to Wheezer, picked him up hugged him while whistles, applause and laughter filled the air.

      The date was August 13, 1928, when the first scene of The Pie Eating Champeen was filmed. There are only a few who remember. I remember. You see, I was “Wheezer” and this was the real start of a wonderful life full of interesting people, places and events.
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      I was born at 3:55 AM on Saturday, January 24, 1925, at Grant Hospital in Columbus, Ohio. There was an eclipse on the sun. On January 28th I was named Robert Mason Cawley, Jr.

      This was near the end of an era known as “The Roaring Twenties” and “The Jazz Age.” Women now had the right to vote. Many servicemen had returned disillusioned after the horrors of the Great War. Cars were cheap and money was loose. The Government was still fighting Prohibition and many types of crime. “Scarface” Al Capone was taking over the crime syndicates in Chicago. Boy’s suits cost $9.75 with a vest and two pairs of pants, one of them being knickers, and girl’s coats were $5.00.

      At the grocery, butter was 35 cents a pound while Maxwell House Coffee sold for 49 cents a pound.

      This was a time of wealth and wild excess. This was the era of ‘Flappers’ dancing the ‘Charleston’ in shimmy dresses with bobbed hair. Endless parties, bathtub gin, gangsters, and lots of jazz music and bootleggers.

      Americans had left the farms and small towns and immigrated to the cities in huge numbers in hopes of finding a more prosperous life, lured by the expanding industry the cities offered.

      My mother, Kathryn Fry, and my father, Robert Cawley, had been told not to attempt to have another child after their baby girl died a short two years before. My mother had been adamant that she wanted a child of her own so, with a great deal of worry regarding the results, my mother became pregnant, and now, if we both survived, she would have her son. She was on the critical list and I was not far behind. Both of us had to have private nurses. Mine was a lovely lady named Rena Gillmore. Rena was to play a major role in my life in the far distant future.

      My mother kept a clipping from the Columbus Dispatch the day I was born that read: “Persons born on this day have great possibilities. Although you will encounter many difficulties, you will have no trouble in forging ahead if you are sure you are right before starting. A strong religious tendency controls your actions to a great degree. Your love affairs will bring you many worries, but in the end will bring you your greatest happiness.”

      I have no idea who wrote that but I can tell you it was right on target.

      After six weeks in the hospital, I was sent to live at my Aunt Minnie Agee’s until Mother was allowed to come home and could take care of me. Aunt Minnie soon found out that when I was fussy after dinner, she could make me instantly happy by putting the radio headphones over my little ears and I would listen to the endless dance music, without commercials, that played from the big bands in remote locations. I waved my little hands with pleasure until I went to sleep. I have always thought that gave me the love for music that has been with me all of my life.

      In time, Mother and I went home with my father and my twelve-year-old cousin, George Cawley, and started family life. In our long family history, recorded in the family Bible brought from Ireland when the family first immigrated to the USA, was listed farmers, bankers, coal miners, railroad workers, and various other jobs as the family grew and prospered. There was never a single person listed in the world of entertainment.

      My father, born to a coal mining family in West Virginia, had been an outstanding scholar until he was forced to quit school at the age of eight and work a mile deep in the earth trapping a door in the Raymond City coal mine to help support their family. Looking at his old report cards revealed an ‘A’ student who had a great thirst for knowledge. His greatest regret was that he was never able to go to college to improve his lot in life. After his oldest brother, Shelby, was killed in the mines, leaving a wife and five children, my father left West Virginia and came north to Ohio where he found work on the Hocking Valley Railroad (later to become the C & O) as a brakeman. My dad had an upbeat personality. He laughed a lot and his deep baritone voice with the Southern accent was often heard in song with a variety of mountain and railroad tunes. He and my mother were always very much in love and there was lots of hugging and kissing in our family. I thought this happened in every family. When I grew older and visited other kids’ homes, I was surprised to find parents who acted as if they hardly knew each other.

      My mother, Kathryn, a very good-looking blond, was a high school graduate. As a girl she had taken music lessons and played the piano. After high school, she was employed by the Bell Telephone Company as an operator and was soon promoted to supervisor.

      For three years, before they met, she had talked to my father on her home telephone when he would call for her brothers, Tink and Charley, who also worked for the railroad. She loved my father’s soft Southern voice and asked her brothers to introduce her to him. They refused. Two years later, they relented and told my father that their sister wanted to meet him. A date was set and my mother awaited his arrival. The doorbell rang; she opened the door and heard the soft Southern voice say “Miss Kitty, I’m pleased to meet you.”

      Over the years this was always a story my mother told. “I heard the voice but there was no one there. My brothers were both six feet four and I was looking straight forward expecting to see someone the same size. Then I looked down and saw Bob who was five foot eight. I opened the screen door and let this little man in.”

      This always brought a lot of laughs. My father had muscular shoulders and his entire body was like a piece of steel, a result of hard work. He was five foot eight inches tall. My mother, five foot seven.

      They fell in love, were married, and now we were a family of four. My father’s oldest brother, Shelby, left his wife, Mary, and five children when he died. A year to the day after his death his widow, Mary, had a fatal heart attack while being fitted with a pair of glasses, leaving five children. The three oldest sons, Archie, Emmett and Clifford, were already working, but the two youngest, daughter Lena Mae and son George, were in school without a mother and father. Lena Mae went to live with Aunt Lena, Mary’s mother, and in 1922 George came to live with my mother and father. He was the image of my dad, always easy going and fun to be around. My mother left her job to be a full-time mom. They rented the bottom floor of a brick duplex at 95 Thurman Avenue, on the South side of Columbus. On one side was the parking lot for employees of the Godman Shoe Factory whose four floors were in an “L” shape around the parking lot. We were separated from the lot by a long stand of lilac bushes. On the other side of our big yard lived Mr. and Mrs. Milausen. An elderly couple who had come to America from Germany before the War.

      The Kline family, father, mother and daughter, Mary Jo, two years older than I, had the upstairs of our duplex. Mr. Kline was a butcher. For the most part our area of the south side had blue-collar workers who worked at the Wagner Brewery, the Seagrave Company (builders of fire engines), Buckeye Steel Casting, and the railroad. We did have a police officer, an accountant and a baker who lived down the tree-lined street.

      I was just another toddler in the neighborhood. There were very few kids my age, so I played with my toys and spent time with mother and George. My dad was on eight-hour call. The railroads were very busy and he had little free time at home.

      It seemed he always came home from trips around 12:45AM. After he showered he would sit by our old Atwater-Kent radio and listen to the WLS Barn Dance from Chicago. He was a fan of the Barn Dance star Louise Massey, a first-rate vocalist/composer and her musical group that often featured her young brother, Curt Massey, a fine singer who also played thirty-two instruments. My father never dreamed that one day his little son would be producing and directing The Curt Massey Show on NBC-TV.

      Destiny was starting to gently move me toward the world of show business.

      Although Hollywood was still producing silents, the end of that era was in sight.

      Before “Our Gang” came upon the scene, I had made my show biz debut singing “The Wreck of Old 97” on WCAH Radio – Columbus on March 2, 1928.

      Soon after this, my mother read in the Columbus Dispatch that the newspaper was going into partnership with producer/writer Hal Roach to produce an “Our Gang Comedy” movie with central Ohio children making up the entire cast. If interested, they should fill out the application form that appeared in the paper and mail it to the Our Gang Editor of the Dispatch. This idea was a stroke of genius on Mr. Roach’s part. He had pitched twenty-six different newspapers in twenty-six different cities around the USA to enter this project where current “Our Gang” films had started to lose viewer interest, and a salesman like Mr. Roach wasn’t about to let that happen. He was aware that in 1926 Warner Brothers had released an experimental short sound film titled “April Showers” featuring the voice of the world’s greatest entertainer, Al Jolson. The experiment was a huge success, and in 1927 Jolson was the star of the Jazz Singer, the world’s first feature-length talkie in which he said the immortal phrase, “You ain’t heard nothing yet.”

      Out of the twenty-six films to be made, one of the children in a film cast would be taken to Hollywood for a cameo role in a regular “Our Gang” film. The young actor would be paid all expenses, to and from Hollywood, plus expenses while in Hollywood for the parents who would be paid by Hal Roach Productions.

      Mother showed me pictures of the “gang” and asked me if I would like to be in a movie. I had never seen a movie, but I made “Wheezer” my choice. In the picture in the paper, “Wheezer” was wearing a vest and that’s who I wanted to be because my dad wore a vest. Mother cut out the application and sent it in along with a current photo that was required and we waited.

      Mr. Roach had written twenty-six different screenplays for the twenty-six cities competing and the Dispatch-sponsored film would be called The Pie Eating Champeen.

      The principal cast would number six, plus the dog “Pete,” who would also audition. Each cast hopeful, including the dog, would appear on stage at Loews Broad Theater before a live audience and judges on separate evenings with a winner selected each night until the cast was complete.

      Grandview, a suburb of Columbus, had been selected as the location for the shoot.

      One day in early July of 1928, a letter arrived saying I had been selected to compete and was to report to the Lowes Broad Theater in the heart of downtown Columbus at 7 PM on August 1, 1928, dressed as “Wheezer” when the boy to play that role would be selected.
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      My mother, father and I rode on the streetcar to Broad and High Street, the center of Columbus. I had never been to town at night and the many lights and displays of the department store windows proved to be a fairy land. We crossed High Street and walked the block west to Lowes Theater where the huge marquee spelled out “Wheezer Contest Tonight.”

      The street outside the theater was bedlam. All I could see were potential “Wheezers” and their mothers pushing and shoving their way into the theater as they kept saying things like, “You’re going to be a movie star” (whatever that was) or “ You will soon be in Hollywood” (wherever that was), plus constant reminders to smile, not muss their hair, and not to blow their nose. Some little guys cried and others told their mothers they didn’t want to go into the theater and got slapped for that remark.

      My father showed our letter from the Dispatch to an usher and we were seated in the center of the theater. I was in awe of the beautiful interior and could hardly wait to see my first movie which was Jackie Coogan in The Bugle Call. I was thrilled by what I saw on the screen and it was a good thing it was a silent film because the mothers were making so much noise telling their sons how to act that you could have never heard the soundtrack had it been a talkie.

      When the film was over, the lights came on in the theater and all the contestants were told to line up in the aisles and theater people would take them backstage. I moved into the line where mothers were holding onto their sons demanding they go backstage with them. Someone came onto the stage and announced ONLY the contestants would be allowed backstage and mothers must go back to their seats.

      At last, we slowly moved backstage and I was amazed and thrilled by all the sets, the lights and everything I could see. This was a wonderland. It was love at first sight.

      Some of the boys were blubbering and crying for their mothers and were calmed by theater workers as we were placed in long rows across the stage. Two or three who screamed and cried were returned to their mothers and were out of the contest.

      Those remaining stood in their line behind the closed curtain, and then, wonder of all wonders, the pit orchestra began to play. A voice from somewhere announced, “The selection for the Wheezer contest is about to begin. Here is the evening’s host for this event, vaudeville star, Mister Al Herman.”

      The band played a fanfare as there was a roar of applause. The curtain slowly opened and we saw the huge audience out front. From the wings came Al Herman singing “Toot, Toot, Tootsie”, a huge Al Jolsen hit.

      The crowd was going wild with applause and whistles, but on stage many of the boys were screaming, crying and calling for their mothers, while others tried to climb the curtain at the back of the stage.

      Al Herman, as the great Jolson often did, was working in blackface, but none of the children on stage had ever seen a black person and they were reacting in terror.

      Al had the conductor stop the music then turned to the contestants and asked, “Isn’t anyone going to say hello to old Al?”

      Who will ever know what made me do it? While the others huddled at the rear of the stage, I walked out to the footlights and up to Al and stuck out my hand.

      “Hi, Al.”

      “Hi, young man, what’s your name.”

      “I’m Robert Mason Cawley, Jr.”

      Al knelt down and said something to the musical director.

      “Come here, Robert.”

      I went to him and he sat me on his knee and sang “Sonny Boy” to me, greeted by big applause. When the other boys saw that nothing bad had happened to me, they all got back in their lines and the crisis was over. Al sang “April Showers”, then started to explain to the audience how the contest would work with a combination of audience applause and the decision of the judges. Al was explaining the rules, but the audience was laughing at something going on behind him. When he turned around, he saw that I was moving kids from one line to another. I was telling them where to stand. He laughed and turned to the crowd.

      “My God, Robert Mason is already directing.”

      The audience loved it. For all intents and purposes, the contest was over and the audience and judges awarded me the role of “Wheezer” in the Hal Roach Our Gang Comedy The Pie Eating Champeen.

      After the evening was over, Al Herman, with his makeup removed, met with my mother and father and urged them to give me a few tap dance lessons then bring me to Hollywood where he thought I had a great future. He told them (and he was right) that a great era was going to be opening soon for kids who could sing and dance, and with my personality, I would get all the work I wanted. He even gave my dad the names of several Hollywood agents that he felt would be right for me.

      Hollywood is three thousand miles from Columbus and my father had a steady paycheck from a solid company. He did not realize the future, that in just over a year, the stock market would crash and that he would be walking the streets trying to find work. If his decision would have been different, I would have arrived in Hollywood before Mickey Rooney and who knows what could have happened?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Each night at Lowes Broad Theater, a new cast member including the dog that was to play “Pete” were selected.

      The picture of the cast was front page material, but it was the WRONG cast.

      I was the only one in the photo who was really in the cast. The next day the paper made the correction with photos of the real cast.

      On August 7, 1928, the cast met each other for the first time at the Grandview Community Center. Pretty blond Betty Jane Fulmer would play the role of “Jean Darling,” the vamp of the comedy. Cute Betty Jane Wright, with her dark bangs, was cast as “Mary Ann.” The freckled Walter Lee Dunlap had won the part of “Harry Spear,” and Joe Comella, of Bellefontaine, Ohio, who at thirteen years of age tipped the scales at 190 pounds, would be “Joe Cobb.” Little Beatrice Carter was “Farina”, and Rex, a Boston terrier, had won the role of “Pete” and would be with me for the bulk of the film.

      I shook Rex’s paw and met Betty Fulmer, Betty Jane Wright, Walter Dunlap and Joe Comella, plus a kid named Hugh Winkle, who had been selected for a minor role as a bully. All this time all of our mothers were meeting each other. Then little Beatrice C. Carter, who would play “Farina” and her mother arrived. Kirby introduced them to everyone. You must remember, I had never seen a black person and I thought she was wearing ‘blackface’ makeup. I walked up to her and ran my finger down her cheek then showed my mother that the black didn’t come off. Needless to say, my mother was really upset by my actions and apologized over and over for her son. Mrs. Carter smiled and told her not to think about it; she understood. As it turned out, Beatrice and I became good friends and always played together when we were not in a scene.

      After introductions were over, we sat down with Frank Kirby, the director, and his assistants and crew to go over the story.

      “This is a comedy with fun elements that will appeal to audiences. Our story starts small and will build toward the rip-roaring climax of a gigantic pie-throwing scene that will involve over one thousand kids; every child who made an application to play roles in the film has been invited to take part. Up to that point, you will be involved in a big field day that will include races. There will be races for fat boys, three-legged races, tugs of war, and many events of this kind that will include kids who did not win major roles as you did.

      “We are scheduled to film starting Monday morning, August 13th, and will continue through the 16th when we should wrap the production. If we are forced to go into an extra day, we will, but with your help and attention to my direction, we should be able to get every scene with just one take. This will be the first full-length movie ever to be filmed in Columbus, so let’s make it a good one. You will be here at the Grandview Community Center each day no later than 9:30AM for wardrobe and makeup. Filming will start at 10 AM and we will film rain or shine so be ready for a full day’s work. Always listen close to my directions and the directions of my assistants. We’re going to have lots of fun and make a really good movie.”

      For the most part, we did as were told and it was fun. The only hitch came on the afternoon of the 14th when Kirby was directing Jean Darling and another actor in a scene. I suggested we play soldier, so we went to the people who catered lunch to borrow pots and pans for helmets. The catering people had run out of pots but I was not going to play soldier without Farina. Somewhere I found a clean porcelain ‘chamber pot’ and put it on her head. The handle was up too high to go under her chin. I pulled the pot down until it covered her eyebrows; now, the handle fit tight. We had played for maybe ten minutes when an assistant called on everyone to come to the area off the cameras for the next scene that included the entire cast. Everyone took pots off their heads, gave them back to the catering crew and ran to the set. That is everyone except Farina who called me to help her. The heavy pot was stuck and I was unable to pull it off. Soon assistants were there, and then Director Kirby, my mother, Bernice’s mother, and all the mothers of the principal actors. Kirby wanted to know how this happened and I told him. Bernice was crying but the pot remained jammed. Kirby told an assistant to call the Grandview Fire Department, “Tell them to get over here fast. We have an emergency.”

      I realized that the film, which had been ahead of schedule, was now at a standstill. Soon daylight would fade and Kirby would have to call it a day. Beatrice continued to cry and her mother tried to calm her as my mother was reading the riot act to me while apologizing to Mrs. Carter and Kirby while his staff grew grimmer by the second.

      The fire department arrived with bottles of spray that the firemen shot up under the pot, and then presto, Beatrice’s head was free. She wiped her tears and hugged me then we both ran hand in hand ahead of Kirby and his crew to the set.

      As it turned out, we were able to make up time and finished that day on schedule.

      The next day was the big climax, and close to four thousand spectators and more police were on hand. There were at least a thousand kids on the set plus the principal actors. We got right into the pie-eating contest and then into the mob scene where hundreds, if not thousands, of pies were thrown or pushed into faces. Pies enough to feed all the kids in a dozen villages were used during that film’s wild scene, which had for its background the Grandview Avenue shopping area.

      Where was Wheezer?

      I was on my mark under a picnic table where I shared my cherry pie with my pal Pete. Mr. Kirby had made me a gift of my first pair of sandals, and I worried all through the scene that he would be upset because I had caught a piece of lemon pie on the toe of one of new shoes.

      Over the yelling and the mêlée, I heard Kirby and his assistants yelling, “CUT, CUT.” Pete and I crawled out from under the table to see kids smeared with pie from head to toe. Little Farina’s smiling face wore what remained of a marshmallow pie. The audience was roaring with laughter. From out of the mob Kirby found me and carried me around the set, stopping to praise his crew. “Well, Wheezer, we did it. The Pie Eating Champeen is a wrap.” He took me to my mother and thanked her for letting her son be in the movie. He left and told the other principals and their mothers goodbye.

      The cast, along with my mother and I, went back to the Community Center, picked up our personal belongings, then got a streetcar and headed home. I didn’t want it to end. I knew I was going to miss Mr. Kirby and his crew. I would miss Grandview and the cast but that was my first lesson about show business. People are put together to make a film, either in front of or behind the camera. You become family and very close, then in a few weeks or months it’s over and, for the most part, you never see any of those people again.

      It hit really hard the evening our family went to Lowes Broad to see The Pie Eating Champeen. The title of the film was up in lights. On stage was a Mexican review that starred the Perezcaro sisters, great dancers, who put on a super act different from any other in vaudeville.

      Once again, we sat through the screening of Jackie Coogan in The Bugle Call, now enjoyable without all the noise the mothers made previously. Then it came up on the screen and there I was, larger than life. The movie got great applause and we sat through the entire program once more and left for home near midnight. I fell asleep on the streetcar. My father carried me home.
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      After the weeks of build-up, the contest, and the filming, it seemed there was a huge void in my life. I played with other little kids but I missed the thrill that show business had provided. At last I talked with Mother and Dad about following Al Herman’s advice and to take dancing lessons.

      The folks put it like they always did.

      I could try dancing lessons and they would pay for them; however, if a time came I did not want to practice or continue, I only had to tell them I wanted to quit and the lessons would stop.

      After checking out teachers, I was enrolled in a class at Oscar School of Dance. Mr. Conrad was considered the best teacher in central Ohio. Being in a class filled with girls and boys proved to be lots of fun, but Oscar soon moved me to two private lessons a week. He was a real taskmaster. He reminded me that this was a part of show business, and it WAS a business.

      By October, I was appearing in reviews and was involved in shows he produced. My father had bought a masonite board that he put in the basement along with a wind-up Victrola and a stack of records to dance to. I loved the sound of my taps and was very proud of my black patent leather shoes which I always softened with Vaseline after every practice session.

      In December a tragic event took place. Little Ernie Tumeric lived up the street on the other side of the alley that ran behind our backyards. We were the same age and loved to play together. Both our mothers had told us never to play in the alley, but young boys don’t listen. Just before Christmas, we had a heavy snow and we were in the alley playing hide and seek and it was my time to hide. I got behind a pile of wood in a neighbor’s yard and waited for Ernie. The sky was turning dark and no Ernie. In the gloom of the afternoon, I dimly saw the tail lights on the big garbage truck turning out at the far end of the alley. A few seconds later, I found what remained of my little playmate. He was in a bloody ball, head crushed by the truck he never heard driven by a driver who never saw the tiny tot in the blinding snow. I screamed all the way home for my mother to save Ernie. When I broke into our kitchen and told her what happened she called an ambulance and the police, then put on her overcoat and went to the Tumeric house to break the news to Ernie’s mother and to support her until his father came home from work at the factory.

      I remember the funeral. A great deal of crying and screams. In an open casket was my friend with his head, from his eyebrows up, wrapped in soft white cloth. Father Gilfillen said that Ernie was playing hide and seek in heaven where there were no trucks, only soft clouds. It was my first contact with death. The next time I played in the alley, I was a teenager playing basketball.

      Oscar featured me in a review on New Year’s Eve where I wore my first tux and sang and danced to “When You’re Smiling” and “Back in Your Own Backyard,” plus a pretty ballad titled, “Jeannine, I Dream of Lilac Time.” The adult crowd sang “Auld Lang Syne,” tooted horns and swung noisemakers as 1928 faded into history.

      For this soon-to-be four-year-old, it had been, with the exception of Ernie’s death, a very good year.

      Life was on a high note for our family and a great deal of the United States. I was happy in our home and George was happy in school. We had no warning that for us, like millions of other Americans, our lives would be violently changed in the days ahead.
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      Starting the first of 1929, I was in high gear. Dancing up and down steps, coming off the steps doing splits, double wings and new fancy footwork. I was in demand for paid engagements on radio singing and dancing as a guest artist to great new musical numbers including “Ain’t Misbehavin” and “Honeysuckle Rose.” I did a takeoff on popular radio star, Rudy Vallee, complete with a very large megaphone. “Singing’ in the Rain” and “Stardust” were new and I did both often. In that era, how could you be a top male performer and not do some Jolson hits in blackface? The super tear-jerking “Little Pal,” the up-tempo “California, Here I Come” and the heartbreaking “I Wonder What’s Become of Sally” were winners. I worked hotels, lodges, variety shows as well as radio.

      Prior to becoming Wheezer, I had spent many late spring, summer and early autumn evenings sitting on our front porch listening to the music from Milhausen’s side yard. Someone in their family played accordion, and most evenings they sang songs in German. Songs from their homeland. I had no idea what the words meant but I learned to sing them phonetically. One day I was at Mrs. Milausen’s to pick up a pan of sweet rolls she had baked for our family and she was singing a song in German and I sang with her. She couldn’t believe her ears and the next evening I was invited over to their yard, and with the accordion playing I sang a list of their songs in perfect German. The next thing I knew my mother, father, and I were invited to the German-American Club located on the south side where many times I would sing a program of German songs backed by a four-piece group. It was lots of fun and the sandwiches and desserts were fabulous and the President of the club always gave me a new twenty-dollar bill at the end of the evening.

      In a scrapbook I have a variety of clippings written in German from their newspaper praising my work. We were unable to read them but Mrs. Milhausen read them to us and they were wonderful. I always tried to be available when they called.
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      As we went into summer, my mother felt I had all the instruction I could get from Oscar. She had read that Eddie Coleson, a sensational black dancer known as “The Cincinnati Whirlwind” was taking two and half months away from club work to visit his mother who lived in the Mount Vernon District of Columbus. Mother got a hold of Eddie’s mother to see if it might be possible for me to take lessons from him while he was in town. Financial arrangements were made and I was slated for three dance lessons a week while he was available.

      You must remember that during these years, black entertainers could not work white nightclubs, hotels or theaters. With the exception of Bill Robinson, we never got to see many fantastic black artists. If you desired to see artists like Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, or any black entertainers, you had to go to New York where you could go up to Harlem and enjoy the shows at the Cotton Club or Apollo Theater.

      Eddie had danced at the major black clubs in the United States and had built a national reputation.

      Mom and I took the streetcar to the Mount Vernon District and walked four blocks, with never a white face in sight, until we reached a tenement with the correct address. We went up three flights of stairs to the Colesons’ apartment where we met Eddie and his mother. Eddie was in his late twenties with a build like Fred Astaire. Our rehearsal hall was the Colesons’ kitchen with the table against one wall with the chairs stacked on top. The floor was covered by linoleum.

      From the first routine with Eddie, I realized I knew nothing about dancing, but I learned. Eddie was unable to tell me the name of various steps but would dance a step, then tell me to do “one of those things.” For two-and-a-half months I was at the Colesons’ three days a week for two-hour sessions. I learned and could execute those “things” he taught me. We would dance as a team with the sweat pouring off both of us in that hot kitchen.

      Mother asked what song I should workout to. He told her “The Rose Room.” We had never heard the song, but following his directions, we found a record shop that had it. That record got played until it wore out. That song would later play an important part in a key decision I would make later in my life.

      The summer went by too fast and Eddie was back on the club circuit, but he left behind a “Columbus Whirlwind” that brought a form of dance that white Columbus had never seen. I had reached the peak of my career as a dancer.

      On the national scene, Herbert Hoover, the President of the United States, promised that in all the United States there would be “a chicken in every pot and car in every garage.” We had chicken often and we had a garage, but no car, so we had high hopes.

      That all went out the window on October 24, 1929, when the Stock Market crashed on a day that became infamous as “Black Thursday.” The crash did not occur in just one day but was spread out to the end of October, and then came the start of the descent into the Great Depression that would last for ten years.

      The newspapers were filled with photos of people jumping to their death from high-rise buildings knowing they were in financial ruin, and the radio kept America abreast of the gloom and doom news.

      I only knew my parents were very worried over the future. In November it became evident that my father’s job with the railroad would be gone in 1930 and that millions of men, young and old, would be looking for work. Homes would be foreclosed and banks would repossess farms. My dad thought if he were laid off, he could find a job fast, but mother was not so sure. We had rent to pay, bills to pay, and no source of income if dad’s job was gone. Mother made a snap but wise decision. “I’m going to see if I can get Robert on a vaudeville circuit. The railroad has said that even if you are laid off, our family passes to travel on any railroad will still be good and we get to the locations on the train.” My father protested, but she laid out the cold, hard facts. He and George would keep things going at home while she managed my career on the road. Then, if after Dad was laid off he could get a steady job, we would quit vaudeville. The die was cast. I would have great competition in the theaters, but we had to get bookings and send the bulk of the money home. Mom made the needed calls and I was booked in Cleveland and Detroit theaters over the holidays.

      Being four years old I didn’t understand the situation we were in. I only knew I was going to sing and dance and, best of all, ride the train.
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      Mother and I each had a small suitcase. Mine carried my tux and my precious tap shoes in a cloth sack that included my jar of Vaseline. Casual wear, socks, underwear and PJs. Mother had several dresses, undies, makeup and a stack of arrangements for the various orchestras who would back my act.

      The family opened what few Christmas presents we had early Christmas morning, then mother and I caught the streetcar to the Union Station to get our train to Cleveland. A few miles out of town, I realized that the next day was Christmas and Dad and George were back home. Mother bought me a little glass railroad engine filled with candy and that little keepsake, minus the candy, sits on a shelf in my office. Cleveland had an excellent pit band, as did Detroit. Both of my jobs at the theaters were contracted. These would be the last contracted jobs in vaudeville. In the future, only the winner would be paid. Normal winnings were twenty-five dollars cash.

      What a wild year 1930 was. At times it seemed all I did was sing and dance and then sleep in the coach on a train with Mother next to me. We would get into a town early in the day; my tux would be cleaned and processed while we ate low-cost food. Before the show, Mom would get some things from a grocery or deli which we would eat on the train en route to our next stop. In time, all the towns and theaters looked the same. People on the street begging for food or money. At night whole families slept in doorways, and in the theater the competition was really tough. Many old-timers who had once been headliners on Broadway trying to make enough money to live another week were being booed and mistreated by the customers. At many theaters the admission had been cut to a quarter or, in some, fifteen cents. The crowds were hungry, angry and prone to violence. They brought bags of rotten fruit, worn-out shoes, and pieces of auto tires to throw at the entertainers whose acts they didn’t like. Oh yes, there really was a hook. A long wood pole with a shepherd’s crook on the end that went around the neck of an entertainer whose act was failing, dragging the poor souls off the stage.

      The saddest thing was the old-timers, many husband-and-wife acts who had been at the top of vaudeville, and now their careers were over. They had no food, no money, and no way to get to the next town or go home, if there was a home to go to. Several of these situations led to suicide.

      A month into our journey my dad called Mom to tell her he had been laid off and was looking for a job. As of that moment, I was the family’s only source of income.

      I was on a roll. Town after town, night after night, I won and took the cash. Later we would stand on empty railroad platforms waiting for a train that might not arrive for hours. Not so bad in the spring, but really rough during those cold winters.

      The theaters had very good pit bands. Musicians were starving and would work for any wage. As always, the tune smiths kept great songs coming. “Am I Blue,” “I May Be Wrong” and “Louise” were public favorites.

      Shows ran a little over an hour, and you worked only once unless there was a tie for first place. Then you came back with a second chance to win the cash. Most of the time I worked Fridays and Saturdays and we were home the bulk of the week. Dad walked the streets from dawn to dark trying to find any work possible. For three days he got a job moving heavy freight and his ankles swelled over the tops of his work shoes and Mother spent hours bathing his feet.

      With spring and summer on the way, Mom spent hours on the phone booking me into county fairs and festivals around the country to generate extra cash between weekend vaudeville dates.

      We played them all, large or small. A great deal of the time the backup musicians were less than perfect and several times Mom had to run down the producers for our money, but she always got it.

      Although I kept winning, the audiences were more out of control. Several entertainers had been badly injured by thrown objects and a young woman had lost an eye. Dad was still pounding the pavement with few results, so we decided to go into the fall/winter season.

      I had success in many major cities and one was Pittsburgh where I had won five times. Two weeks before we returned for a sixth appearance, my mother made the only mistake she ever made as my manager. She felt that the audience in Pittsburgh had liked my work and now we would give them something different. No snappy songs, no flashy dances, but a musical “reading” with me in drag doing something called “Betty at the Baseball Game.”

      When I was announced, there was a roar of applause as they expected me to come out singing and dancing. Instead, they saw me in a dress wearing a picture hat over my blond wig.

      The audience went ballistic! I was hit by rotten fruit, pieces of tire, and anything they could throw as they booed. My mother cried, begging the manager to give me the hook. He was crying. I was his favorite performer and he refused to pull me off the stage. I was crying after someone in the balcony hit me in the head with a rotten head of cabbage that spun me around. I stayed on my feet and completed my three minutes, although my face and clothes were covered with rotten eggs. As soon as I got cleaned up, we headed for the train station. Mother threw the dress and hat and wig into a dumpster. As we traveled to Cincinnati she cried almost all the way and kept telling me she would never change the act. Again, I went to sleep to the click-clack of the train’s wheels.

      In Cincinnati I won, singing and dancing. We returned to Pittsburgh in the fall. I came out singing and dancing to a standing ovation and left with the cash.

      Home for a brief break I was entered in The Gateway Jubilee contest. No singing and dancing. Just showing up in the best Native American Indian costume. Something set off a battle royal between the contestants. Swinging rubber tomahawks and shooting arrows. When the dust settled, there I was in my war bonnet, made up red skin and a complete Indian outfit the first prize winner, and what a prize it was. A silver monoplane with pedals, plus a leather flight jacket, helmet and goggles. I wanted to stay home and ride around the neighborhood in my plane, but duty called back on the road.

      In December my father landed a steady job with the Transient Service Bureau.

      The country’s transients were almost daily becoming more stabilized through the agency. Service bureaus were set up for their care throughout the nation. Men without funds were fed, given clean beds, baths, haircuts and hospitalization. They were required to work at least sixteen hours a week in payment for the service. My dad was a Senior Registration Clerk who took all the background on the incoming men. My dad had been one of these men and knew how to talk to them. G.E. Hoover, who ran the local operation, told Dad with his know-how and natural ability he could be a superintendent if he had a college education.

      I finished my engagements and we came home in time for the holidays. It was wonderful being home. The only sad note was that George had returned to West Virginia to complete high school and live with Aunt Leana who was having physical problems and needed help around the house.

      Vaudeville, except in New York and Chicago, had been killed by the talkies. I was finished with vaudeville but felt a new door would open that would send my life in new directions.
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      A few days before Christmas a gentleman called requesting a meeting with my family to discuss a possible radio series. He said that they would like to sign a contract for me to be Master of Ceremonies, sing and dance for a new radio series for the Theronoid Company; Theronoid was a rubberized belt that resembled a filled tire inner tube that you put around your waist. Plugged into an electrical outlet, it would vibrate and you would shed unwanted fat. The show was to be called Theronoid’s All-Star Juvenile Show. Did we want a steady radio showcase? You bet. They wanted a regular musical cast of kids consisting of Arlene “Honey” Holestein, Eddie Thompson, and Howard Engels, plus a small studio orchestra. When we became adults, Eddie Thompson would be with the Metropolitan Opera; Howard Engels was an Ohio State Highway Patrol trooper; and “Honey” would get married and retire from show business.

      Monday, Wednesday and Friday evenings 8:45 to 9:15 PM on WCAH you could hear us.

      Once this show became news, the floodgates of opportunity opened and the entire decade became a carnival spin.

      During this year, I won a variety of local contests with my three fox terriers and my pet duck, Jerry, who would walk in pet parades beside me with just a red ribbon around his neck as a leash. The winnings included three scooters, which enabled me to provide scooters to neighborhood kids who didn’t have one, and roller skates that let me play street hockey with an empty tuna can filled with rocks resealed as a puck. That puck really smarted when it hit me in the mouth, taking the bottom of my two front teeth out. I tried to explain to Dad that we had won but the only thing that concerned him was the cost of rebuilding the bottom of my choppers.

      Being a kid you did stupid kid things that your family would always remember. Christmas time found Mom baking tins of cookies as gifts. She had a Santa Claus, reindeer and Christmas wreath cutters, but somewhere the Christmas tree cutter was missing. I was sent to the local variety store to buy a new cutter. When I returned I gave my mother the new cutter in the sack. On opening it, she saw the cutter was a fish. Demanding to know why I brought this home, I explained that the old gent at the store was out of Christmas tree cutters but if she stood the fish on its tail and covered the cookie with red and green icing it would look just like a Christmas tree. I never saw Mom put on her coat so fast. Grabbing me by the arm the two of us marched back to the store where she read the old man the riot act for selling a fish as a Christmas tree to a stupid kid. Getting her money back, we got the correct cutter at the hardware store. Hey, Merry Christmas.

      I did shows with little Jack Little and his orchestra. Several productions with his talented sister, Gladys, and several shots with Art Kassel and his “Castles in the Air” orchestra. Then I was signed for a featured role with Uncle Peter Quigley and His Clever Kiddies, a one-hour show, broadcast before a live audience every Sunday afternoon from the ballroom of the Jefferson Hotel. I did MC work, sang, danced (with the studio guys holding the mic down by my feet), and did “readings” which proved to be a top audience winner. The “readings” were written by my father but the audience thought they just came out of my head. The New Method Laundry was the sponsor and it was a hit that ran for six years.

      I played the groom in a musical production The Mock Wedding. Old photos prove I was an unhappy camper as my “bride” was five inches taller than me and I had to stand on a ladder to kiss her.

      Next, I was MC of the Kiddies Living Model Style Show doing a radio broadcast in the High Street display windows of the Boston Store over WSEN. The show, with living kiddy models, ran every hour starting at 10:30 AM on Saturdays and ran for several months.

      1930 Easter Sunday morning, we awoke to what seemed the screaming of a million sirens. Rushing to the front porch, we could see huge clouds of smoke from downtown Columbus. The radio told us that the Ohio Penitentiary, a primitive hell hole located just a couple blocks from Lowes Broad Theater, was on fire. This became the blackest mark in Ohio’s history as Warden Thomas let over 250 prisoners burn to death because he refused to let them out in the prison yard, surrounded by high walls that had prison guards, US Army and National Guard troops deployed on the walls and there was no chance of escape.

      There were many lodges and social clubs at that time that liked to hire; Maccabeus, Elks, M.E. Brotherhood and others were paying for shows with kiddy talent. Mom booked them all and a new wrinkle was added. Mary Ellen Garrad, a petite blond, and I teamed for long runs as a duet. We did novelty hits of the era including “Darling, I’ll See You in Church,” “When You Were the Girl on the Scooter,” and “Sittin’ on the Backyard Fence,” which we did in cat costumes.

      Away from the entertainment scene, an important incident was shaping up. We would visit friends and I would peck at their piano keys while the adults tried to talk. I told my dad I wanted a piano and he agreed. One day, an old black upright that he had bought for five dollars at a fire sale was delivered. When it was placed in the living room he told me, “If you ever do anything with it, I’ll buy you a new one.”

      Mom got busy looking for the best piano teacher that a little money could hire. It was the Great Depression. I wound up a student of Dr. Frank A. Meier, the Dean of Capitol College and a concert pianist.

      He could have been one of the greatest concert pianists of all time, but he had a fear of appearing in public. Now he had a pupil who loved appearing in public and he would use his teaching skills to mold him. Did he ever. He gave me a career that would last a lifetime. A wonderful man and the greatest of teachers. I took my first lesson on Friday, September 19, 1930. In three years, I would win a national championship.

      I auditioned and was accepted as a member of the famous Trinity Boys Choir under the direction of Revered Karl H. “POP” Honeig, a native of Germany who was a master organist/pianist and vocal instructor. This was a great honor, as many auditioned but few were chosen. I was assigned the vestment that had been worn by choir boy vocal legend Austin Young. His name was sown into garments before a church worker sewed my name over his. I also had his wooden locker in which he had carved his name. Now known as Austin “Skin” Young, he was the featured male vocalist with the great Paul Whiteman Orchestra. Looking at a Whiteman payroll sheet of that era, you note “Skin” was making $200 per week while a fellow band member named Bing Crosby, who sang as part of a trio called “The Rhythm Boys” with Al Rinker and Harry Barris, was paid $150. Pop was a real taskmaster and teacher. He had one firm rule. If he ever had to speak to you twice about disturbing choir practice, you were out of the choir. There was no shortage of replacements, no matter how good you were. I managed to get a single warning during my third year. Talking with a fellow member as Pop worked with the altos. He smashed his hands down on the keys and the room was silent. “Cawley, when you die you will sit up in the casket and tell the funeral director how to do it. Shut up, this is warning number one.” Needless to say, there was never a second warning.

      During my final two years with the choir, I won the Agnes H. Johnson Memorial Cross, a solid silver Celtic cross that hung on a red ribbon over my vestment. My friend, Martin Rohe, won the runner-up cross, and he and I would lead the choir as we came up the aisle on Sunday. Should either of us have won our crosses three times, we could have kept them, but our voices changed and that chapter closed. The last half of my final year as a boy soprano, I sang falsetto but there was no way I could fool Pop. My cross went to my friend Ernie Nuzzo, then the outstanding boy singer. If the boy who wears the cross now will look close, he will find my teeth marks in the soft silver. One morning when the front row of the choir knelt down the leg of the board was on my foot. It was bite the cross or scream until I could get the word to all twelve members on the board to rise a little so I could free my foot.

      There were many memories created during the choir years. Huge society weddings where I stood by the priest and sang “Oh, Perfect Love” to the newlyweds kneeling below. That always resulted in a five-dollar bill from the groom’s best man.

      There were all the performances we gave with the favorite being at the famous Mira Mar Restaurant on Christmas Eve where we were served a fabulous dinner, then presented a box of their famous chocolates and a five-dollar bill.

      I will always remember one day when Pop took me with him into the church tower where we went into a dust-layered cell-like room where cabled controls led up to massive chimes. What appeared to be wheelbarrow handles acted as keys for Pop’s trained hands and feet. When three chime notes are struck simultaneously, Pop would crush two handles and kick number three for a chord. The chimes would start to ring as the pigeons flew out of their nesting place until the evening serenade was finished. Seven days a week he would play the beautiful chimes that would ring out over downtown Columbus. The church faced the state house and was just a block from the fabled Broad and High street intersection.

      We all learned a great deal from Pop. He was a wonderful teacher and a fine man.

      My last three years at Trinity I was also an altar boy at very early and special services. I served many times with Bishop Hobson as he always requested me.

      Otherwise, the radio shows and live performance dates kept rolling.
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      Where did the1930’s go? Dr. Meier had me practice scales until I thought my fingers would drop off before we started on the classics. My mother saw that I was a member of the Columbus branch of the National Saturday Music Clubs, which enabled us to attend concerts by famous classical artists like the famous operatic contralto, Schumann-Hank and to compete in state contests.

      Franklin D. Roosevelt was inaugurated as the President of the United States which really pleased my folks.

      Hit songs included “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” “I’m Getting Sentimental Over You,” “April in Paris,” “Let’s Have Another Cup of Coffee,” and Cole Porter’s “Night and Day.” Also, a couple of great movies, All Quiet on the Western Front, starring Lew Ayers that won the Academy Award, and Hell’s Angels, were filled with sensational air footage.

      Primo Carnera of Italy, whom I would later meet, knocked out Jack Starkey to win the heavyweight boxing crown.

      It wasn’t all practice or shows. Kids are kids, and we were playing “Cops and Gangsters” on the Godman fire escapes and basement with toy guns and lots of make-believe. No one wanted to be cops. The newspapers and the radio were filled with stories of outlaws.

      Baby Face Nelson, Pretty Boy Floyd and others were starting to grab headlines, and the guy who thrilled kids and their parents the most was John Dillinger, as he robbed banks, and the bankers were those people who foreclosed on farms and homes and destroyed millions of lives. These outlaws became folk heroes. I had a vest, just like John, and a gun moll in tiny red-haired, Louise Vashaw, a daughter of a CPA, so I was Dillinger. Louise’s father wasn’t too excited over his daughter being a playtime gun moll, but she stayed the course and no one fell from the fire escapes.
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      I had a little fox terrier named Ginger, and soon two puppies arrived named Nip and Tuck. With the little money we had, we could not afford more mouths to feed, so Dad put the pups in a burlap sack and headed for the Green Lawn dam to drown them. Mom and I sat in the kitchen, the only room in the house that was heated, crying until a half hour later dad walked in with the pups. He said he just couldn’t do it. We would all have to cut back on rations. Mom and I were smiling and dancing while the pups played around Dad’s shoes. They were all part of the family until they died of old age.

      At Thanksgiving, we faced another crisis. No turkey, no chicken, but we did have a pet chicken we called “Biddy Doyle” who laid eggs. I had won Biddy as a little chick at some contest and she would answer when you called her and was just a sweetheart. Thanksgiving morning we had veggies from our garden. Mom was going to bake biscuits and make a pie. Dad said, “Kitty, put a kettle of hot water on. I’m going to take Biddy behind the garage and then you can prepare her for dinner.”

      He called to her and she came, was gathered up in one hand, and he picked up his sharpened hatchet with the other, and down the yard he went and they vanished behind the garage. My mother had tears in her eyes and I was choking back emotions when I looked out the back window and saw Dad with Biddy under his arm cackling away.

      “Kitty, forget the hot water. Biddy looked me in the eye and I can’t do it. I don’t care if we never have meat. Biddy has a home here as long as she lives.” No wonder my dad was always a hero in my eyes.

      This was an era when each day saw at least three men coming to the backdoor asking if they could work for food. We didn’t have work for them but not a single one left hungry. After they had eaten, Mother would give them an extra sandwich and a piece of cake in a little sack to take as they moved on.

      Marathons and Walkabouts were sweeping the country as couples, mostly, but not always young were willing to dance or walk for twenty-four hours each day with only 10-minute breaks each hour before they collapsed.

      Most of these events provided basic food, coffee and soft drinks to the contestants but it was a brutal and cruel competition. If you lost your partner, be it male or female, you could dance/walk solo for eight hours and during that time if someone lost a partner you could continue with them. At the end, the last couple standing won the cash prize. There were medical people there in case someone had to be rushed to a hospital, which was often. This craze hit Columbus along with the rest of the nation and WSEN wanted me on the air from 4 to 10 PM singing and dancing with the orchestra as well as being out on the floor interviewing the contestants. They really wanted me out there until 2 AM seven days a week but I could not work past 10 PM because of the Child Labor Law. I had to be teamed with an adult announcer who could go until 2 AM.

      There was one problem that they solved at once. We would go in early Monday, Wednesday and Friday and transcribe The Theronoid Show as long as the Walkabout ran. Finding a co-host proved to be a stroke of luck. A guy riding the rails to New York had dropped in. He had been a small-time comic in vaudeville. His deceased father had been a circus clown. He only wanted a few weeks work, as he would be moving on. The station manager liked the young man and thought we would make a good team. I was called in to meet my announcing partner. He was from Vincennes, Indiana, and his name was Red Skelton. We worked the Walkabout at the Columbus Auditorium until it ended. Working with Red was great fun. I sang, danced, and the two us interviewed contestants with Red throwing in some funny lines. Once in a while he joined me in dance and would get me laughing so hard I struggled to complete the routine. I hated to leave at 10 PM and wished I were an adult so we could work the full shift together. I never saw Red again, except in films, after our final night.
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      Mom got word that Ted Lewis was looking for a kid performer for a big three-night auto show. Ted was a native of Circleville, Ohio, just down the road from Columbus, and when she told Ted of my credits and that I was from Ohio, I was booked. It proved to be one of the most wonderful experiences of my show business life. In my book, Ted Lewis was the greatest showman of all time. He fronted a show band, his battered old top hat and his not-to-well-played clarinet were familiar trademarks to several generations, but when he sang/talked his super hits “Me and My Shadow,” “When My Baby Smiles at Me,” “The Cop on the Beat,” “The Man in the Moon,” and “Me,” standing ovations followed. He could make you laugh or cry always asking “Is Everybody Happy?” When he did “I’m Stepping Out With a Memory Tonight” under the soft light of a packed theater, he would have the audience in tears. Even today when I play his recording of that song my eyes grow misty.

      Three nights working with Ted was fabulous. His introduction of my act made me feel like the King of Siam. The spotlight would hit me, dressed in a white jacket with orange stripes, white pants sparkling, black patent leather tap shoes and a white beret swinging my juniper-sized polished wood cane with its amber handle that had a small silver snake curled around it as I came dancing down a flight of white stairs singing “Shine On Harvest Moon.” After a little interplay with Ted, I closed with a song and dance to “The Sunny Side of the Street.”
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      I worked hard on piano and won first prize at the Saturday Music Club state contest in Cleveland in l931. Although working every week on radio or in live shows I really dogged my efforts on the piano in l932. Now my attention along with other young boys in the neighborhood had discovered baseball and during my practice of scales, I would play my right scales with my left hand using my right hand to open the front door and be out on the porch and into the Godman lot before mom realized I was gone. Dr. Meier, my mother and my dad, everyone, predicted dire results at the state contest in Cincinnati and they were right. I wasn’t in the top ten and the new champion of my division was a girl. Not just any girl but a pupil of my teacher Dr. Meier. She was a lovely young lady named Jo Audia Saxbe who lived with her widowed father, an executive of the Pennsylvania Railroad in Arlington. Later, Jo Audia and I would play outstanding twin piano concerts. But at this moment, I never wanted to hear her name. I told Dr. Meier I would never lose a state title again and I never did.  The stakes were  high in Cincinnati in 1933. Only the state winners would be invited to the National Championships that would be held at the Chicago World’s Fair (at Century of Progress International Exposition.)

      Dr. Meier suggested I step into the top division where I would compete against pianists up to twenty-one years of age. The required song for that division in both state and national contests would be all three movements of the Mozart Sonata in C. The second song the contestant would be judged on was a classic of the contestant’s choice. I elected to play the Chopin Nocturne in E flat. This was my mother’s favorite song and later became the theme of Eddy Duchin and his famous society orchestra under the title, “My Twilight Dream.” After Eddy’s death, it was the theme of his son Peter who took over the Duchin orchestra. Today the son can be heard on recordings of the Duchin’s orchestra and in the motion picture “The Eddy Duchin Story.”

      The radio and stage shows went on and there were wonderful new pop tunes like “Blue Prelude,” “Easter Parade,” “Have You Ever Been Lonely,” and “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” I sang and danced to them but my mind and hard work were on the classics. The effort paid off as I won first prize at the state with the next stop, the National in Chicago.
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      Columbus, Ohio, was sending three state winners to Chicago. Lodabelle Schmidt, vocalist in her division and Billy Schneider, violinist in his division, while I cast my lot with the senior division.

      All of us traveled by train to Chicago five days before the convention and checked into the Astor, a small hotel that had facilities for cooking. The Congress Hotel in Chicago would be the site of musical and vocal competitions and rooms were available where you could rehearse for half an hour at a time. I had assumed that the piano competition would be on a Steinway piano. No, the Baldwin piano had been selected to be the piano for the world’s fair. I had trained on a Steinway, which was called “the instrument of the immortals” at the college. The Steinway has fabulous action where you can ripple off runs and give a variety of shades of your work with the pedal selection. Now I was faced with a piano which had a very stiff action and a subpar pedal selection. Mother called the hotel and booked my practice times for the next three days.

      Nothing is ever easy and my mother and I didn’t know if we would ever visit Chicago again so we wanted to see all the sights at the fair that we could see missing only Sally Rand and her troop of strippers who captured large crowds and a great deal of publicity. The most thrilling sight for me was being one of the great throng of spectators massed on Chicago’s lakefront to welcome General Italo Balboa and his air armada of twenty-four huge Savaio Marchetti seaplanes as they came safely to rest on Lake Michigan. They had lost one plane soon after leaving Europe but the twenty-four white monsters flew in a formation that spelled out “USA” then “Italy” before landing. A United States Navy boat brought General Balboa to the pier, resplendent in his dress white uniform with a sash full of medals, and the gold braid on his cap. A very good-looking man with an athletic build he was an instant crowd favorite as he smiled. This was the first mass flight of aircraft from Europe to the United States.

      During the run of the fair certain days honored one of the various states and imagine our surprise when we found out that my competition would be on Ohio Day. That seemed like a good omen.

      We ate on the midway and later went into the city to visit the Merchandise Mart, the Wrigley Building and other well-known sights. We really made each day special. Knowing we would leave Chicago the day after the big event we tried to see all the sights. We laughed and enjoyed ourselves so much time just slipped away. A little after midnight we were with a group of people on a bridge who were tossing coins to several young black men dancing below. Checking her watch, Mother thought we should be heading back to our hotel since competition started at eight AM the next morning. The problem was, we didn’t know where the hotel was. Mother saw a big Irish cop and told him we were staying at the Astor Hotel and needed to get there.

      “Mam, I have been on the beat here in Chicago for twenty years and never heard of such a hotel. The Astor Hotel is in New York.”

      “I’m telling you there is a Hotel Astor here in Chicago,” Mom replied.

      “Let me call the station,” was the cop’s answer as he went to a nearby call box. He talked for several minutes then hung up.

      “Mam, you are one hundred percent right. There is a Hotel Astor about five miles away. Let me get you and your son a cab.”

      It was near 1:00 AM when we arrived at the hotel. The other mothers were about ready to call the police to help locate us. They reminded Mother that we would have to leave the hotel by 7:15 AM to be at the World’s Fair and how was Robert going to compete with such little sleep?

      “He will either play up to his potential or he won’t. Goodnight, ladies.”

      We had a quick breakfast in our room then joined the others the next morning. Lodabelle was in the wheelchair she had been in since our arrival (to conserve her strength,) Billy was twisting and turning the violin case in his hands.

      We were directed to where the various age divisions were competing. Lodabelle, age ten, found her area. Billy age ten found his.

      When I found mine, I really had an eye-opener. I was the only kid eight years old and my opponents ranged up to age twenty-one. It was to be a long, long day. First time called you played the entire required Mozart and all the Chopin, my selected number. There were many eliminated after round one and as you were called and re-called you were told to play various arias from all three movements of the Sonata and parts of the Chopin Nocturne. By late afternoon, there were six contestants left. Then four and at last three. The last time around we played the entire Mozart, then the Chopin. At 6:30 PM we were excused and told that the winners would be announced at 8 PM. Mom and I had a snack on the midway and made our way to the big pavilion. The low division winners were announced first and both Billy and Lodabelle, (without the wheelchair,) came on stage to receive their gold medals and since it was Ohio Day, Governor George White of the Buckeye State was presenting to all the national winners in their division.

      At last they reached the senior division and the MC said, “The winner in the senior division is Aaron…” I saw a young man of twenty or twenty-one leave his seat and start toward the stage the MC was interrupted by a man in a tuxedo running in from the wings as the MC said. “One moment please.”

      Taking a piece of paper from the man in the tux he read, The winner of the senior division is Robert Mason Cawley, Jr. from Columbus, Ohio.” I think I danced to the stage with my heart pounding to receive my gold medal as champion. Governor White smiled as he presented the gold to me. “It was quite a day for our state; I’ll see you and your mother at the reception.” There was a huge party that followed as we mingled with winners from other states. The Governor told Mother that he was a fan of my radio show and asked her to call his secretary and set a date for a lunch at the Governor’s mansion in Columbus.

      My mother, like all the mothers whose children had won, were thrilled as were we kids to have won on the big stage. My mother had promised me that if I won I could take her on a speedboat ride on Lake Michigan and she kept her promise although scared half to death.  I was told we could stay a couple of days extra if I desired or go home with Billy and Lodabelle on the afternoon train. I would have loved to stay but I just had to get home to see how my dad and Dr. Meier were reacting. I sent dad a telegram: “I’m bringing home the bacon.”
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