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      To Michelle Lea,

      


      who loves me,


      teaches me,


      inspires me,


      and most of all,


      puts up with me.


   

      

      
FOREWORD



      Let me tell you how I first met Jeff Silverman.


      I was in university, and a movie buff, and there was a 99-cent repertory theatre on the fringes of town. (This was in the

         days before VCRs). I used to go almost every night, and got to know the bearded, burly guy in the box office, who was also

         the owner.

      


      One night, just as I arrived to see some weird stoner epic that he’d programmed, there was an emergency.


      “Quick, Mark, can you take over?” and before I had a chance to say no, there I was looking after a big wad of Silverman’s

         cash as the customers poured in. I guess my honesty passed the test, because thirty years later, Jeff and I are still friends

         and longtime business partners.

      


      We’ve been business partners for over twenty-five years now, and he’s saved my ass more times than I can count. Crooked accountants,

         paternity suits, duplicitous franchisees; he’s seen it all. And the secret to our success?

      


      We’re nothing alike.


      Not at all.


      I’m a theoretician, an abstract thinker, an over-thinker if you will. Jeff is practical. The best solution is the shortest

         distance between two points. You have a problem, you solve it, not endlessly debate it and try to figure out its psychology,

         sociology, and etiology. I dream up ideas, but Jeff more or less makes them happen.

      


      His practical philosophy extends into his sense of fashion (jeans), his choice of cuisine (steak), and his favourite reading

         material (contracts).

      


      But a man of action is often what a business needs. Here’s my favourite Jeff Silverman moment:

      


      We had opened a show called Sketch Pad, which we hoped would do for sketch comedy what Yuk Yuk’s had done for stand-up, in

         the back of a punk bar. After a few successful months, the owners of the punk bar told us they were taking back the room and

         turning it into—a sketch comedy club!

      


      We had done all the renovations, including building a huge wooden stage for the performers, which the thugs intended to appropriate

         the day after they kicked us out.

      


      We were furious.


      On the last day of performance, while I was out of town, Jeff called me and told me not to worry. As it turned out, as soon

         as the final performance was finished, Jeff and a couple of confederates stormed it and claimed what was rightfully ours—by

         chain-sawing that stage into a thousand tiny splinters in front of the aghast club owners.

      


      “Just bill us for the cartage!” he roared at them, driving off laughing into the night.


      The thugs never billed us, and were too freaked out to rip off our idea.


      Now THAT’S leadership… and performance art.


      You can take the boy out of Brooklyn, but you can’t take Brooklyn out of the boy.


      It’s why I’ve enjoyed working with Jeff all these years. There are a lot of business books out there that explain, in painfully

         laboured jargon, how to succeed in business. This book is different. It simply tells you how to get things done.

      


      It’s what Jeff Silverman has been doing all his life.




      Mark Breslin


      Founder Yuk Yuk’s





   

      

      
PREFACE



      Along the walls of my office and my home are photos of the many stars I’ve met and worked with as the President of Yuk Yuk’s

         comedy clubs for the last twenty-five years. They include such comic luminaries as: Jim Carrey, Howie Mandel, Dan Aykroyd,

         Joan Rivers, George Burns, Dennis Miller, Bob Saget, Mike Bullard, and Gilbert Gottfried; to name but a few.

      


      Some of my other memories are stored in bulging scrapbooks and photo albums dating back to the ’60s. I’ve kept most of the

         production schedules, scripts and storyboards for the rock videos and television shows I’ve produced from a career of more

         than forty years in the funny business of entertainment. One scrapbook alone houses the numerous letters I received in response

         to my various sales and television program pitches over the years; some well received, some not so much. More than anything,

         this treasured memorabilia represents the enormous fun I’ve had throughout my career.

      


      I had always hoped to make a living doing what I loved; to engage in work that was, first and foremost, fun. Somehow, I succeeded

         in doing just that, and have managed to make a good living doing what I enjoy in spite of the challenges that have come my

         way. The skills I acquired along the road have served as a solid foundation for my success, which I mainly attribute to collaborating

         with, and learning from, amazingly gifted people; some of whom have been my partners.

      


      Those who grew up in Toronto during the ’70s will most likely have heard of my first partner, Gary Topp. If not, they will

         surely be familiar with some of the enterprises that Gary and I initiated during that decade. We ran the Original 99-Cent

         Roxy, a repertory movie theatre that showcased underground films and offered movie marathons. Through our live music venues, the New Yorker Theatre and The Horseshoe Tavern,

         we introduced Toronto to new wave and punk rock music.

      


      In the ’80s, I switched my attention to television production, conceiving and producing numerous television specials, including

         the cult hit The All-Night Show: Canada’s first, live all-night TV show.

      


      Mark Breslin was, and still is, a movie buff, and he would come to the Roxy and New Yorker on a regular basis. We became friends,

         and when he opened up the first Yuk Yuk’s club in Toronto, he asked me to go over and see what he was doing.

      


      Today, Mark Breslin and I run Yuk Yuk’s seventeen comedy clubs across Canada, as well as Funny Business talent agency, in

         the intriguing world of stand-up comedy.

      


      When I first started working with Mark back in 1978–79, I managed the second Yuk Yuk’s club. Then I left to pursue other things.

         I came back around 1985 as the VP of Marketing, did that for two years, and over time became Mark’s partner. That was over

         twenty-five years ago.

      


      I am practical, and Mark is elliptical and theoretical. He deals with the content of the product—the comedy; and I oversee

         the organization and administration—the business. He is the show, and I am the business, and together we run a very successful

         comedy business.

      


      Yuk Yuk’s is one of the largest comedy companies in the world. Not only do we have seventeen clubs, we also supply approximately

         2,500 comedy one-nighters a year under the name of Yuk Yuk’s On Tour.

      


      In part, our success is also due to the fact that Yuk Yuk’s hires its other company, Funny Business talent agency, to supply

         the comics for its clubs, along with comedy talent for cruise ships, army bases, prisons, golf tournaments and conventions…. You name it, we supply comedy for it. We are Canada’s

         only national stand-up comedy company.

      


      We have promotions all over the country, and we raise more than half a million dollars every year for charity through fundraisers

         at the clubs.

      


      Since we opened our first club back in the late ’70s, audience desire for stand-up comedy is the same today as it was more

         than thirty years ago. Comedy does not develop like music. Comedy can be a tool, it can be a weapon, and it can also be a

         healing factor.

      


      Somewhere in the mid ’70s there was a complete paradigm shift in comedy that came as a result of the revolutionary culture

         in the ’60s. People from that era became consumers with a marked generational and social evolution. They had money in their

         pockets and could vote with it, choosing to see comedy that meant something to them, which was quite apart from the stuff

         their parents would connect with. Everything that has happened in comedy since then—surreal humour, blue humour, drug use,

         the uncensored and personal language of the people on the street—has been as a consequence of this. No longer did comics always

         dress in a suit and tie on stage and talk about their mother-in-law. Now they dressed like their audience.

      


      Stand-up comedy was booming in Toronto at this time, and there were lineups around the block outside the first official Yuk

         Yuk’s club. People wore fur coats, and limos pulled up out front. The new big thing was to go to a live comedy club.

      


      In the beginning, the comics felt that they were the important part of the show, and that it was their individual names on

         the marquee that drew the crowds. Each one thought they were a star, and they banded together and went to Mark with this. So Mark went to a cemetery in Toronto and took names at random off the gravestones. Then he put these names

         up on the club marquee: “This week: HENRY MINSKI”—and the club sold out! He did this to prove that it was the Yuk Yuk’s name

         that drew the crowds, and not the comedians themselves, as some of them had firmly believed at the time.

      


      Everything we did was an instant runaway success. Yuk Yuk’s became hot, really hot, very quickly. Everyone wanted in, and

         many tried to steal the idea of the club or the comics within the club. When Howie Mandel and Jim Carrey first appeared at

         Yuk Yuk’s, many would-be agents were fighting over them, and any talent like them. The comics would go from agent to agent,

         “I’ll give you this, I’ll give you that.” If they saw an act they liked, they wanted to be their manager. Today, Yuk Yuk’s

         has over two hundred comics performing through our Funny Business talent agency.

      


      The life cycle of a stand-up comic is a long and winding road from unpaid amateur nights, to movie and TV roles for those

         who can last the distance and learn the game. It takes time and it takes “chutzpah” to steady the nerve and hold audiences

         from hundreds to thousands of paying customers. Russell Peters’ ethnocentric comedy has seen him sell out gigs all over the

         world, becoming a household name and earning millions of dollars each year. However, Russell Peters’ star rose slowly from

         more than a decade of regular performances at Yuk Yuk’s clubs until he finally hit it big.

      


      It’s not a job that just anyone can do, and many start on this path and disappear back to where they came from. Other amateur

         comics, like Howie Mandel, went from selling carpet in Toronto to supercomic stardom, TV shows, private jets, and sell-out

         gigs. And some comics stay in the middle ground for their entire careers, and are happy with this. There is no magic algorithm, no elixir of success to predict this; but

         Mark Breslin has the uncanny knack of picking the winners years in advance from the thousands of comedians who tour and perform

         throughout our clubs, or other clubs and festivals throughout the world.

      


      The comedy business is ultimately designed to make people laugh. But it’s still a business like any other. People have to

         be paid and accounts have to be kept. Like I had done with many other unique business enterprises beforehand, I make sure

         that Yuk Yuk’s stays alive, administratively, and continues to grow new clubs that showcases new talent from the Pacific to

         the Atlantic coast. It’s what I do, and it’s what I’m good at.

      


      What follows is my attempt to document the highlights of an unconventional business career full of ventures, adventures, and

         the anecdotal snippets and experiences from more than four decades in the funny business of entertainment.
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      MENTORS


      

   

      

      

      
half fixes



      

      I was born in Brooklyn, New York, on July 10, 1947, the second of three boys.

      


      

      When I was seven, my family moved from Brooklyn to a house in Long Island. Every morning at 5 a.m., without fail, my father

         got up to take the early train to work in New York City, where he worked as a framer at a handbag factory in the garment district.

         There would have to be a huge blizzard to stop him from heading out the door to get to the factory. He was paid for each frame

         that he attached to the handbags, and back then, women had standard handbags with clunky metal clasps and stiff metal frames.

         My father would sometimes take me with him to the factory on weekends, and I would just hang around and play with the discarded

         pieces of leather on the floor. All the while, I absorbed wisdom from him.

      


      

      For one thing, he taught me never to force anything. “If something is going to fit,” he would say, “it has to fit easily.

         Half fixes will always come back to hurt you in the end.”

      


      

      Taking that message to heart has helped me on many levels, whether it’s been to resist the impulse to push against a jammed

         door, or to push through a deal that isn’t a good fit.

      


      

      At the handbag factory, a piece of leather was systematically fashioned into a handsome bag through the assembly line process.

         My father showed me that if I wanted to do something right, I had to have a working system. It was a matter of breaking the

         task down into parts, and then coming at those parts in an order that makes sense. Everything in life that you tend to do

         more than once—whether it’s selling someone something, or getting dressed in the morning—works more efficiently if you approach the task with a system in mind.

      


      

      My mother was loving, but very frail. She taught me to always strive to make things better, not worse. When she was a young

         girl, her father stepped on a rusty nail, contracted tetanus, and died soon after from the infection. It so disturbed her

         that she fell into a depression and lost her appetite, causing her stomach to shrink. At dinner, four hungry guys would be

         eating heartily while my very thin mother barely touched her plate. On a good day, she would manage to eat half a hamburger

         on a piece of rye bread. That was all she could fit into her stomach.

      


      

      My mother put the “house” in “housewife.” Every day was cleaning day for her, and the household work seemed to give her a

         sense of fulfillment. Her family was her life. She suffered for years with a debilitating illness, doing her best to care

         for her husband and shower her three sons with love and affection. My father worked long hours, never faltering, never complaining.

         They both made it easy for me to enjoy my childhood in spite of their hardships and turmoil.

      


      

      My parents recognized and encouraged my artistic bent very early on, providing me with whatever tools I needed. They would

         marvel at how I could sit for hours doing intricate artwork, such as painstakingly construct an exact replica of the Eiffel

         Tower, entirely out of toothpicks.

      


      

      When I hit high school, I won an art scholarship to the Albert Pels School of Art in Manhattan, which meant I got to go to

         a special school on the weekends and learn to paint, do life drawings, and make sculptures. It was a fantastic opportunity,

         and when I was sixteen years old they got me an after-school job painting scenery at the Long Island Ballet and Opera Company,

         where I discovered my love for working backstage.

      


      

      One night, when the actor who played the priest in the show failed to show up, I was asked to stand in as no one else was

         available. All I had to do was open the door of a church, walk towards the audience, take a deep breath, and return inside.

         The play opened, and on cue, I walked onto the stage, took a deep breath, and then heard someone whisper, “Stall! Stall! Stay

         out there! Play for time!” I walked around, looked at the church doors, looked at the audience, looked up, down, back at the

         church again. Not knowing what else to do, I broke out in song. Nonsensical lyrics poured out of my mouth to parody an Italian

         opera. After the show, so many people came up to me and said that my performance was excellent. They had no idea that my words

         were gibberish; but the opera company knew, and promptly fired me. I guess this was the start of many impromptu and unconventional

         ventures of goofing around for a living.

      


      

      Shortly after my sixteenth birthday, my mother’s illness took a turn for the worse. She had developed lymphoma, and her life

         force was like a battery growing ever dimmer. She died on Mother’s Day. My father found himself with three sons to raise and

         a mountain of medical debt. My mother’s health insurance coverage had run out after the first few months of hospitalization,

         and my father had to cover the enormous expenses after that. I can only imagine how scary life must have been for him. In

         the face of all kinds of adversity and despair, he did what I hope I would do if called upon: he stuck it out. He continued

         to focus on his family, pay the bills, and raise his children with unconditional love.

      


      

      During the Vietnam War, when young men in America turned eighteen and were about to graduate high school, they had to report

         to the principal’s office to pick up their draft card. From that point on, they became eligible for the draft. No one I knew wanted to join the army, and certainly no one looked forward to getting their draft card. When my card was activated,

         I was told to report to the induction centre in New York. I arrived by bus in the early morning, and there were thousands

         upon thousands of other draftees. We entered a large hall and were made to stand in a line while being frisked for weapons.

         On the other side of the entrance was a barrel filled with knives, guns, switchblades and other weaponry taken from various

         inductees. Later that morning we were ushered into a large auditorium, and a uniformed soldier walked up to the front of the

         hall, and said: “Good morning gentlemen. You’re about to be evaluated for your future induction into the United States Army.

         We’ll be giving you an aptitude test to see where you would best fit in. Just a little hint: The lower you score on this test,

         the closer you’ll be to the front lines. So do your best. Good luck!”

      


      

      At one point, they filed me into a room with a medical officer. I had brought a note from my psychologist. I don’t remember

         what it said, but I guess it was my attempt to stay out of the draft. I handed the officer the note, and as he was reading

         it I thought I heard a rat or something run from behind me to a corner of the room. I remember thinking, Am I supposed to have heard that? Do I mention it? When I asked the officer about it, he claimed not to have heard anything. It was all part of the army’s psychological testing

         to throw me off, and it did. I didn’t get an exemption.

      


      

      There were certain medical conditions that could get you exempt from the draft; but it didn’t happen a lot. There was one

         kid there whose face was so covered in acne that they excluded him on medical grounds, I guess because it could be contagious

         to others. Another kid was fat to the point of being unable to bend over, and when he approached the scales to be weighed,

         the medical officer said, “Don’t bother!” Yet, another case I knew of, where a guy had fresh stitches from his lower back, right under his legs and up to his

         abdomen from hitting a buoy in a water-skiing accident—he was drafted! He said he was unable to sit down, and the medical

         officer replied, “Well, you won’t be sitting much in the army, son!”

      


      

      Though I was apprehensive about the draft, I knew I could never be a “draft dodger”. It wasn’t in me. Besides, my older brother

         Arthur had already served his time in the army reserves. He had made it through basic training, so how could I run? One day

         when I was playing baseball behind my school, a car suddenly pulled up and three men got out with guns, yelling, “Put your

         hands in the air and stay where you are!” One of the guys who was playing ball with us started to run. An officer fired in

         the air and the guy stopped. He was handcuffed and taken away. It turned out he was a draft dodger, and those men were the

         authorities who had caught up with him. After seeing that, I didn’t have the nerve to even consider dodging the draft.

      


      

      Luckily in those days, if you went on to university you automatically got a dispensation from the draft. I wanted to go to

         art school to become a commercial artist, illustrating and developing clever slogans. I enrolled and was accepted into the

         School of Visual Arts in New York.

      


      

      I loved the years I spent at art school, and it was during these years that my father remarried. I was happy for him, but

         a year or so into his marriage, his new wife got cancer and died. He had just finished paying off my mother’s hospital bills.

         So after the death of his second wife, and after he had paid off the new hospital debts, he bought a house in Florida and

         moved there with my younger brother, Bruce.

      


      

      Bruce was by far the smartest and most resourceful of us three brothers. By the time he was eighteen years old, Bruce was president of the Young Entrepreneur Club, owned a Stingray car, and a motorboat. Shortly after my father and brother had

         settled into their new life in Florida, there was a knock on the door. My father opened it to a policeman with a grave expression

         on his face. “Your son Bruce has been killed in a car accident,” he said.

      


      

      Next to my father, Bruce was the calmest, most levelheaded guy you could ever meet. The driver of the car had hit an abutment

         on the highway, with Bruce as a passenger. When the driver recovered, he told the authorities that my brother had gone crazy

         and pulled the wheel out of his hands, causing the accident, and his own death. We had no way of refuting his claims. Florida

         has no-fault insurance.

      


      

      My father was hit with tragedy once again, but despite all his hardships, he always managed to remain positive. If he left

         me anything, it was a sense that every day is worth living, and that every day brings new possibilities. Thanks to his influence,

         I’ve never understood how anyone could delude themselves into believing suicide could be an answer. No matter how bad things

         get, the sun always rises on a new day.

      


      

      In the late summer of 1987, while in the midst of producing Concerts in the Park for the CBC in Toronto, I got a call from

         a family friend in Florida.

      


      

      “I think you’d better come down here. Your father’s not well.”


      

      “Is he sick?” I asked.


      

      “No,” they told me, “but he’s acting strangely. He looks at pictures of your brother and asks, ‘Where’s Bruce? I haven’t seen

         him today.’ He gets up and walks around in the middle of the night. We’ve taken him to the doctor for tests.”

      


      

      When I got to Florida my father seemed fine, and the doctor’s tests showed no abnormalities. I flew home to Toronto, only

         to be called back immediately. His odd behaviour was back, and getting worse. My brother Arthur and I flew to Florida to see him, and this time we could see the

         change. He tried to shave using a comb, and when we took him out to dinner at an Italian restaurant, he tried to cut his veal

         parmesan with two spoons. We took him to the veteran’s hospital where they ran more tests, and the doctors were confounded

         by the results, which indicated he had the same symptoms as Alzheimer’s disease.

      


      

      It usually takes an Alzheimer’s victim several years to develop such symptoms of dementia. My father’s symptoms had developed

         within just a few short months. As it turned out, what he really had was a form of dementia called Creutzfeldt-Jacob Disease—“mad

         cow disease” in humans. One of the doctors told me my father might have contracted it from an enzyme on a piece of shrapnel

         during the Second World War. The only reason his case didn’t become a news headline, was because we wouldn’t allow the doctors

         to do an autopsy on his body after he died. That would have been the only sure way to confirm the diagnosis. Had we allowed

         the autopsy, he likely would have been one of the first confirmed cases of the human variant of “mad cow disease” in the U.S.

      


      

      Later that week, another doctor at the veteran’s hospital pulled me aside and said, “I understand you live in Canada. You

         do realize that it’s going to cost you well over $3,000 a week to keep him in a facility here. Try and get him looked after

         up there in Canada.” Until then, I had mistakenly believed that America would provide help for its citizens in their time

         of need. My father was a veteran who had been badly injured in the war, and had almost lost his life. Now his own country

         was telling me to get him out of there. If not, they’ll spend his money, sell his house, and then put him in a low-care facility.

      


      

      I flew back to Toronto and immediately called Canadian immigration and the provincial ministry of health department, and informed

         them of my dilemma. Both government agencies bent over backwards to expedite arrangements for bringing my father to Canada.

         They cut through the red tape on compassionate grounds, and even made provisions to place him in a full-care facility just

         three blocks from where I lived. It was at this time in my heart and mind, although not yet a Canadian citizen, that I truly

         became Canadian.
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