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I dedicate this book to all the followers of Christ and his teachings; in particular to a true Christian—Jimmy Hoffa—because he hired ex-convicts as, I assume, Christ would have.









PREFACE BY LEWIS BLACK


I wish I could remember when I first heard of Lenny Bruce. It may have been from The Realist, a magazine he wrote for. I do remember asking my dad about him. He had seen him perform. He thought he was very funny. So I read his book in my teens, and I would never be the same. Like Vonnegut, Joseph Heller, Dick Gregory, and later George Carlin and Richard Pryor, it fed a growing rebellious streak in me. He was funny, irreverent, and his scathing attacks on organized religion, politics, the death penalty, race, and the ways in which we have chosen to live made me laugh and made me think. It changed the way I looked at life. And it planted the seed in my angry brain that would eventually lead me to a career expressing my own dissatisfaction with the world. He took me to places I hadn’t imagined possible. I’m asked occasionally if I’m trying to change people’s minds with my comedy and I always say I don’t think about changing minds; I think about getting laughs. Changing a mind is collateral damage if you will. I’m sure that’s the way Lenny saw it. But Lenny wasn’t just getting laughs; he was getting arrested for his jokes.


He was considered a dirty comic because he used dirty words (many of the ones Carlin made famous). I didn’t consider them dirty words; I thought they were adult words. As I’ve discovered, lots of people still consider them dirty, and back when Lenny was tossing them about they were considered even dirtier. The bad words, as some folks still stupidly believe, didn’t get him the laughs, his jokes did. It was the words that got him locked up. They were an excuse to punish him. The real reason he was deemed a threat was because his comedy went too far for the times, way too far. Even now, in many parts of this country, fifty some odd years later, in the twenty-first century no less, some of his routines would be seen as going too far. He didn’t just push the boundaries; he obliterated them. His comedy was beyond edgy; it was shocking. It’s one thing to say what people are thinking but afraid to say. It’s another to say things that up until that time had been unthinkable, let alone speak them aloud.


This book gives us a solid context of what Lenny lived through and what he had to face. (And to think today we complain about the politically correct environment that makes comedy difficult? Are you kidding me?) We are talking about not even being able to tell your jokes without the threat of imprisonment.


Lenny’s comedy is important because he is one of those who transitioned us from the family friendly comedy of the time to the comedy of improvisation, honesty, and the deeply personal. He put it all on the line. Lenny confronted and challenged his audience with hard dark truths wrapped in twisted scenarios of his own invention. It took insanity, courage, and genius—and not necessarily in that order—to look for laughs in corners where no one had looked before.


There isn’t a comic who has worked since Lenny who doesn’t owe him a debt of gratitude. Every time someone swears on a stage or runs counter to the prevailing thoughts of the time, it is because Lenny kicked the door down. (And Mr. Carlin made sure it stayed open.)


Enough of my bullshit, read the fucking book. You’ll be glad you did.


—LEWIS BLACK


New York City, April 2016


Lewis Black is a New York Times-bestselling author, stand-up comedian, actor, and playwright. Besides appearing regularly on The Daily Show (in his own segment, “Back in Black”), he has written and starred in a string of successful HBO and Comedy Central specials and one-man Broadway shows. He has won two Grammys, an Emmy and the American Comedy Award for Funniest Male Stand-up Comedian. He lives in New York City.









ORIGINAL FOREWORD BY KENNETH TYNAN


Constant, abrasive irritation produces the pearl: it is a disease of the oyster. Similarly—according to Gustave Flaubert—the artist is a disease of society. By the same token, Lenny Bruce is a disease of America. The very existence of comedy like his is evidence of unease in the body politic. Class chafes against class, ignorance against intelligence, puritanism against pleasure, majority against minority, easy hypocrisy against hard sincerity, white against black, jingoism against internationalism, price against value, sale against service, suspicion against trust, death against life—and out of all these collisions and contradictions there emerges the troubled voice of Lenny Bruce, a night-club Cassandra bringing news of impending chaos, a tightrope walker between morality and nihilism, a pearl miscast before swine. The message he bears is simple and basic: whatever releases people and brings them together is good, and whatever confines and separates them is bad. The worst drag of all is war; in didactic moments Bruce likes to remind his audience that “‘Thou shalt not kill’ means just that.” Although he occasionally invokes Christ as source material, I think he would applaud a statement recently made by Wayland Young, an English writer and agnostic, in a book called Eros Denied:


“Christian and post-Christian and Communist culture is a eunuch; pornography is his severed balls; thermonuclear weapons are his staff of office. If there is anything sadder than a eunuch it is his balls; if there is anything more deadly than impotence it is murder.”


If it is sick to agree with that, then God preserve us from health.


This may be the time to point out the primary fact about Bruce, which is that he is extremely funny. It is easy to leave that out when writing about him—to pass over the skill with which he plays his audience as an angler plays a big-game fish, and the magical timing, born of burlesque origins and jazz upbringing, that triggers off the sudden, startled yell of laughter. But he is seldom funny without an ulterior motive. You squirm as you smile. With Bruce a smile is not an end in itself, it is invariably a means. What begins as pure hilarity may end in self-accusation. When, for example, he tells the story of the unhappily married couple who achieve togetherness in the evening of their lives by discovering that they both have gonorrhea, your first reaction is laughter; but when you go on to consider your own far-from-perfect marriage, held together (it may be) by loveless habit or financial necessity or fear of social disapproval—all of which are motives less concrete and intimate than venereal disease—your laughter may cool off into a puzzled frown of self-scrutiny. You begin to reflect that there are worse fates than the clap; that a curable physical sickness may even be preferable, as a source of togetherness, to a social or spiritual sickness for which no cure is available. And thus another taboo is dented.


Bruce is the sharpest denter of taboos at present active in show business. Alone among those who work the clubs, he is a true iconoclast. Others josh, snipe and rib; only Bruce demolishes. He breaks through the barrier of laughter to the horizon beyond, where the truth has its sanctuary. People say he is shocking and they are quite correct. Part of his purpose is to force us to redefine what we mean by “being shocked.” We all feel impersonally outraged by racialism; but when Bruce mimics a white liberal who meets a Negro at a party and instantly assumes that he must know a lot of people in show business, we feel a twinge of recognition and personal implication. Poverty and starvation, which afflict more than half of the human race, enrage us—if at all—only in a distant, generalized way; yet we are roused to a state of vengeful fury when Bruce makes public use of harmless, fruitful syllables like “come” (in the sense of orgasm) and “fuck.” Where righteous indignation is concerned, we have clearly got our priorities mixed up. The point about Bruce is that he wants us to be shocked, but by the right things; not by four-letter words, which violate only convention, but by want and deprivation, which violate human dignity. This is not to deny that he has a disenchanted view of mankind as a whole. Even his least Swiftian bit, the monolog about a brash and incompetent American comic who tries to conquer the London Palladium, ends with the hero winning the cheers of the audience by urging them, in a burst of sadistic inspiration, to “screw the Irish.” But the cynicism is just a façade. Bruce has the heart of an unfrocked evangelist.


I first saw him six years ago in a cellar room under the Duane Hotel in New York. Lean and pallid, with close-cropped black hair, he talked about Religions, Inc., a soft-selling ecumenical group on Madison Avenue whose main purpose was to render the image of Billy Graham indistinguishable from that of Pope John. (“Listen, Johnny, when you come out to the Coast, wear the big ring.”) Clutching a hand mike, he slouched around a tiny dais, free-associating like mad; grinning as he improvised, caring as he grinned, seldom repeating in the second show what he said in the first, and often conducting what amounted to a rush job of psychoanalysis on the audience he was addressing. He used words as a jazz musician uses notes, going off into fantastic private cadenzas and digressions, and returning to his theme just when you thought he had lost track of it forever. I saw him at the Duane four times, with four separate groups of friends. Some found him offensive—a reaction they smartly concealed by calling him boring. Others thought him self-indulgent, because he felt his way into the audience’s confidence by means of exploratory improvisation, instead of plunging straight into rehearsed routines. Among my guests, he was not universally liked. “Where’s Lenny Bruce?” “Down the Duane,” so ran a popular riposte. During the Duane engagement I met him for the first time—an archetypal night person, hypersensitive, laconic and withdrawn. Terry Southern once said that a hipster was someone who had deliberately decided to kill a part of himself in order to make life bearable. He knows that by doing this he is cutting himself off from many positive emotions as well as the negative, destructive ones he seeks to avoid; but on balance he feels that the sacrifice is worth while. By this definition Bruce was (and is) authentically, indelibly hip.


In the years that followed, it was not Bruce but my friends who improved. One by one they began to discover that they had always admired him. I recalled a saying of Gertrude Stein’s: “A creator is not in advance of his generation but he is the first of his contemporaries to be conscious of what is happening to his generation.” Bruce was fully, quiveringly conscious, and audiences in Chicago and San Francisco started to respond to his manner and his message. So did the police of these and other great cities, rightly detecting in this uncompromising outsider a threat to conventional mores. Arrests began, on narcotics and obscenity charges, but Bruce pressed on, a long-distance runner whose loneliness was now applauded by liberals everywhere, including those tardy converts, my chums in Manhattan. Mort Sahl, brilliant but essentially nonsubversive, had long been their pet satirist; but the election of John F. Kennedy robbed Sahl of most of his animus, which had been directed toward Eisenhower from the lame left wing of the Democratic Party. It became clear that Bruce was tapping a vein of satire that went much deeper than the puppet warfare of the two-party system. Whichever group was in power, his criticisms remained valid. Myself, I wished he had broadened his viewpoint by a little selective reading of Marx as well as Freud; but that, I suppose, is too much to expect of any comic operating west of Eastport, Maine.


In the spring of 1962, he paid his first and (thus far) only visit to London, where he appeared for a few explosive weeks at The Establishment, a Soho night club devoted to satire and run by Peter Cook of Beyond the Fringe. Clad in a black tunic sans lapels, as worn by the late Pandit Nehru, he roamed out on stage in his usual mood of tormented derision; 90 minutes later there was little room for doubt that he was the most original, free-speaking, wild-thinking gymnast of language our inhibited island had ever hired to beguile its citizens. I made notes of the ideas he toyed with on opening night, and herewith reproduce them:


“The smoking of marijuana should be encouraged because it does not induce lung cancer. Children ought to watch pornographic movies: it’s healthier than learning about sex from Hollywood. Venereal disease is news only when poor people catch it. Publicity is stronger than sanity: given the right PR, armpit hair on female singers could become a national fetish. Fascism in America is kept solvent by the left-wing hunger for persecution: ‘Liberals will buy anything any bigot writes.’ If Norman Thomas, the senior American Socialist, were to be elected President, he would have to find a minority to hate. It might conceivably be midgets—in which case his campaign slogan would run: ‘Smack a midget for Norm.’”


He went on to talk about the nuances of race relations, with special emphasis on whites who cherish the Negro cause but somehow never have Negroes to dinner: about a prison movie to end them all (starring Ann Dvorak, Charles Bickford and Nat Pendleton) in which the riot is quelled by a chaplin named Father Flotsky; about the difficulties of guiltless masturbation, and the psychological duplicity (“It’s a horny hoax”) involved in sleeping enjoyably with a prostitute; about pain of many kinds, and laughter, and dying. At times he drawled and mumbled too privately, lapsing into a lexicon of Yiddish phrases borrowed from the showbiz world that reared him. But by the end of the evening he had crashed through frontiers of language and feeling that I had hitherto thought impregnable. The British comedian Jonathan Miller, who watched the performance in something like awe, agreed with me afterward that Bruce was a bloodbath where Beyond the Fringe had been a pinprick. We were dealing with something formerly unknown in Britain: an impromptu prose poet who trusted his audience so completely that he could talk in public no less outspokenly than he would talk in private.


His trust was misplaced. Scarcely a night passed during his brief sojourn at The Establishment without vocal protests from offended customers, sometimes backed up by clenched fists; and this, at a members-only club, is rare in London. The actress Siobhan McKenna came with a party and noisily rose to leave in the middle of Bruce’s act; it seems she was outraged by his attitude toward the Roman Church. On her way out Peter Cook sought to remonstrate with her, whereupon she seized his tie while one of her escorts belted him squarely on the nose. “These are Irish hands,” cried Miss McKenna dramatically, “and they’re clean!” “This is an English face,” replied Mr. Cook crisply, “and it’s bleeding.” A few days later a brisk, pink-faced sextet of young affluents from London’s stockbroker belt booked a ringside table. They sat, half-heartedly sniggering, through jokes about money-making, sexual contact with Negroes, onanism as an alternative to V.D., and genetic hazards proceeding from fall-out. Suddenly Bruce ventured on to the subject of cigarettes and lung cancer. At once, as if in obedience to some tribal summons, the brisk, pink, stockbroker host sprang to his feet. “All right,” he said tersely, “Susan, Charles, Sonia! Cancer! Come on! Cancer! All out!” And meekly, in single file, they marched out through the door. Bruce kept tape recordings of both the McKenna and the cancer demonstrations, and made unsparing use of them on subsequent evenings.


At the end of his engagement he was rushed out of the country with the conservative press baying at his heels. The following year, Peter Cook applied for permission to bring him back to London. The Home Secretary brusquely turned down the application; Bruce, it seemed, was classified as an undesirable alien. (Off stage, he appears to have behaved quite desirably, apart from a rumored occasion when the manager of a London hotel, awakened by complaining guests, strode into Bruce’s room at four A.M. to find him conducting a trio of blondes whom he had taught to sing “Please love me, Lenny” in three-part harmony.) In 1963 the Earl of Harewood invited him to take part in an International Drama Conference at the Edinburgh Festival. Despite the august source of the invitation, the Home Office once again said no; and as I write, the edict still holds. Lenny Bruce is too wild an import for British officialdom to stomach.


We miss him, and the nerve-fraying, jazz-digging, pain-hating, sex-loving, lie-shunning, bomb-loathing life he represents. There are times when I wish he would settle in Europe, for long enough at least to realize that capitalism—from which so many of his targets derive—is not necessarily a permanent and unchangeable fact of human existence. But even if he died tomorrow, he would deserve more than a footnote in any history of modern Western culture. I have heard him described, somewhat portentously, as “the man on America’s conscience.” Hyperbole like that would not appeal to Lenny Bruce. “No,” I can hear him dissenting, “let’s say the man who went down on America’s conscience . . .”









FOREWORD TO THE 2016 EDITION BY HOWARD REICH


Time magazine called Lenny Bruce “the sickest of them all.”


As if his riffs on the hypocrisies of religion, war, government, law, sex, race, money, and more proved he was the one with the problem. As if the social injustices and cruelties he railed against meant that something must be wrong with him, not with the world he dared to confront—at a rather high personal cost.


The society he chastised so fearlessly, and with such piercing humor, did not take kindly to his assaults, which he launched from the stage and, of course, in this devastating memoir. Bruce’s punishments came famously in the form of obscenity trials and drug busts, trumped-up charges and stacked juries, humiliations in the press and wherever holier-than-thou authorities sought to make an example of a comedian who was so much more than that.


And yet Bruce continued to unleash his eyes-wide-open social commentary, a torrent of words that terrified some and thrilled many. The man was hell-bent on proclaiming the absurdities he saw but others didn’t or wouldn’t. Nothing could silence Bruce except, of course, his tragic demise in 1966 at age forty, the comic genius found dead of an overdose of either morphine or persecution, depending on your point of view.


What he left us in the pages of this book and in uncounted monologues and court proceedings, some quoted here at length, is one man’s searing testimony about the world he lived in and where it went wrong—so far as he was concerned. Bruce was no preacher, telling others how to live. He was simply saying what he believed: not to win converts but only to make his case to those who bothered to encounter it.


Watching the presidential debate between Richard Nixon and John Kennedy in 1960, for instance, “convinced me more than ever that my ‘ear of the beholder’ philosophy is correct; that the listener hears only what he wants to hear,” he writes in these pages. “I would be with a bunch of Kennedy fans watching the debate and their comment would be, ‘He’s really slaughtering Nixon.’ Then we would all go to another apartment, and the Nixon fans would say, ‘How do you like the shellacking he gave Kennedy?’”


Unlike the priests, rabbis, politicians, journalists, cops, and others Bruce skewered for their pieties, Bruce acknowledged that he wasn’t necessarily going to convince anyone of anything. He just wanted to be heard. But the social and legal system that came down on him—costing him jobs, money, opportunities, and reputation—didn’t want to hear it.


The loss was theirs, and ours, because most of Bruce’s soliloquies, whether on the stage or the page, have proven way ahead of the society he targeted. Has anyone, after all, exposed the absurdities of our drug laws more succinctly than Bruce did in this passage: “And yet at this very moment there are American citizens in jail for smoking flowers. (Marijuana is the dried flowering top of the hemp plant.)”


Bruce wrote that more than half a century ago, and it remains as current as the latest marijuana bust.


Or consider his eloquence on war, a subject he knew better than most of the politicians who sent young men into it, Bruce having watched bodies pile up during his service in the US Navy during World War II.


“I was at Anzio,” he writes. “I lived in a continual state of ambivalence: guilty but glad. Glad I wasn’t the GI going to that final ‘no-wake-up-call’ sleep on his blood-padded mud mattress. It would be interesting to hear his comment if we could grab a handful of his hair, drag his head out of the dirt and ask his opinion on the questions that are posed every decade, the contemporary shouts of: ‘How long are we going to put up with Cuba’s nonsense?’ ‘Just how many insults can we take from Russia?’


“I was at Salerno. I can take a lot of insults.”


But of everything that Bruce said and wrote, what seemed to irk those in power the most was the subject at the root of all human existence, the one issue that makes all else possible yet drove Bruce’s enemies crazy: sex. Bruce was unflinching in discussing the subject in clubs and in his writings, the opening salvo of his memoirs erupting in a full-frontal discussion not only of sex but of racial stereotypes surrounding it. Even as the topic has become passé in rap songs and on cable TV—showing once again how far ahead of the curve Bruce was—you still could be fired for saying these words at work. In Bruce’s era, even at the dawning of the sexual revolution, they were very nearly blasphemous.


Still, he revels in the topic, rhapsodizing on masturbation, analyzing the meaning of orgasms (and how we discuss them), contemplating how each gender perceives what drives one into the other’s arms. To those who raged at these routines and charged him with obscenity, Bruce offers an utterly disarming response: “Obscenity has only one meaning: to appeal to the prurient interest. Well, I want to know what’s wrong with appealing to prurient interest.”


What makes his observations all the more potent, of course, is Bruce’s dexterous way with a phrase. Yes, he’s funny—hilarious, even, in much of his Swiftian commentary—but the rhythms and cadences of his words reflect the soul of a jazz musician. Syllables and consonants flow with seeming effortlessness when Bruce is on a tear, his love of jazz evident not only in his references to celebrated musicians such as Miles Davis and Kenny Drew but also in the relentless forward motion and swing-beat feel of his solos. Bruce was keenly self-aware of his deep connection to the music, and not only because he played so many smoky jazz rooms on the way up.


“The reports on me were now: ‘All Lenny Bruce seems concerned with is making the band laugh,’” he writes, quoting early criticism of his nascent art. “That should have been my first hint of the direction in which I was going: abstraction. Musicians, jazz musicians especially, appreciate art forms that are extensions of realism, as opposed to realism in a representational form.”


Like saxophonist Sonny Rollins playing endless choruses on a classic tune, veering further and further from the original, Bruce was creating a self-styled world of sound and thought of his own, far from the one-liners and stale jokes of an earlier generation of comics. Instead of notes, he had words; instead of melodies, he had themes. But the result was the same as a master jazzman’s solo, a burst of rhythm and thought—a stream-of-consciousness rush of ideas—that may seem dizzying while it’s unfolding but becomes lucid by its final, climactic moments. No wonder Ralph Gleason, the great San Francisco jazz critic, stepped forward as Bruce’s earliest champion, “the first one who really went out on a limb for me, to help my career,” as Bruce puts it. Perhaps only a jazz connoisseur could have detected the emerging wizardry in Bruce’s early work.


Equally important, though, is the heady range of ideas Bruce dares to take on in this volume: How movies have ruined our lives. How everyone has to sell out to live. How every hipster—including Bruce himself—eventually goes out of date. How pain precipitates art. Bruce’s divorce, for instance, gave him “about an hour’s worth of material,” he writes. “That’s not bad for an eight-year investment.”


And Leonard Alfred Schneider—Bruce’s birth name—soars when exploring the meaning of being a Jew. He does it with a laugh: “To me, if you live in New York or any other big city, you are Jewish. . . . If you live in Butte, Montana, you’re going to be goyish even if you’re Jewish.” And he does it with a cry, addressing the most sacred and looming subject of Jewish modernity, the Holocaust.


Like all genuine sages, Bruce directs as much criticism toward himself as anyone else, which lends credibility to his skepticism of others. He confesses to the skeletons in his closet, considering himself no better than any of the rest of us, though he’s surely a lot more self-revealing.


In addition to illuminating key forces in his life, such as his passion for his wife Honey Harlow and his emptiness at losing her, Bruce digs deeply into the multiple arrests and courtroom dramas he faced. Pages and pages of transcripts unfold here, Bruce either dissecting the lies of those who accused him or relishing his attorneys’ skill at doing so. Bruce clearly wants the reader right there with him on the front lines, witnessing what he is enduring, as he takes the blows for what many people thought but most were afraid to say aloud. That he did so in the glare of publicity, at enormous legal peril and considerable financial and emotional cost, says a great deal about the nature of his character.


With the return of this book to print, Bruce in effect is still arguing his case, courageously pointing out what his accusers have done to him, even while they held great legal power over him. The bravery of that act should inspire us all.


If there’s a central lesson running through all of this, perhaps it’s Bruce’s apparently boundless respect for everyone else’s rights, even as his own were being so grievously violated.


“Let me tell you the truth,” he writes. “The truth is ‘what is.’ If ‘what is’ is, you have to sleep eight, ten hours a day, that is the truth. A lie will be: People need no sleep at all. Truth is ‘what is.’”


That’s different for each one of us, Bruce is saying, and he lived his life championing that apparently dangerous principle. He did that for us, and for that we owe him an enormous and lasting debt.


—HOWARD REICH


Chicago, March 2016


Howard Reich has covered the arts for the Chicago Tribune since 1978 and joined the staff in 1983. He has written five books: Portraits in Jazz, Let Freedom Swing, Jelly’s Blues (with William Gaines), Van Cliburn, and Prisoner of Her Past (originally published as The First and Final Nightmare of Sonia Reich). Reich has won an Emmy Award; two Deems Taylor Awards from ASCAP; an Alumni Merit Award from Northwestern University’s Alumni Association; eight Peter Lisagor Awards from the Society of Professional Journalists; and an Excellence in Journalism Award from the Chicago Association of Black Journalists. The Chicago Journalists Association named him Chicago Journalist of the Year in 2011 and has given him three Sarah Brown Boyden Awards. He lives in Chicago.
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Chapter One


Filipinos come quick; colored men are built abnormally large (“Their wangs look like a baby’s arm with an apple in its fist”); ladies with short hair are Lesbians; if you want to keep your man, rub alum on your pussy.


Such bits of erotic folklore were related daily to my mother by Mrs. Janesky, a middle-aged widow who lived across the alley, despite the fact that she had volumes of books delivered by the postman every month—A Sane Sex Life, Ovid the God of Love, How to Make Your Marriage Partner More Compatible—in plain brown wrappers marked “Personal.”


She would begin in a pedantic fashion, using academic medical terminology, but within ten minutes she would be spouting her hoary hornyisms. Their conversation drifted to me as I sat under the sink, picking at the ripped linoleum, daydreaming and staring at my Aunt Mema’s Private Business, guarded by its sinkmate, the vigilant C-N bottle, vanguard of Lysol, Zonite and Massengill.


At this tender age, I knew nothing of douches. The only difference between men and women was that women always had headaches and didn’t like whistling or cap guns; and men didn’t like women—that is, women they were married to.


Aunt Mema’s Private Business, the portable bidet, was a large red-rubber bulb with a long black nozzle. I could never figure out what the hell it was for. I thought maybe it was an enema bag for people who lived in buildings with a super who wouldn’t allow anyone to put up nails to hang things on; I wondered if it was the horn that Harpo Marx squeezed to punctuate his silent sentences. All I knew was that it definitely was not to be used for water-gun battles, and that what it was for was none of my business.


When you’re eight years old, nothing is any of your business.


All my inquiries about Aunt Mema’s large red-rubber bulb, or why hair grew from the mole on her face and nowhere else, or how come the talcum powder stuck between her nay-nays, would get the same answer: “You know too much already, go outside and play.”


Her fear of my becoming a preteen Leopold or Loeb was responsible for my getting more fresh air than any other kid in the neighborhood.


In 1932 you really heard that word a lot—“business.” But it wasn’t, “I wonder what happened to the business.” Everyone knew what happened to the business. There wasn’t any. “That dumb bastard President Hoover” was blamed for driving us into the Depression by people who didn’t necessarily have any interest in politics, but just liked saying “That dumb bastard President Hoover.”


I would sit all alone through endless hours and days, scratching out my homework on the red Big Boy Tablet, in our kitchen with the shiny, flowered oilcloth, the icebox squatting over the pan that constantly overflowed, and the overhead light, bare save for a long brown string with a knot on the end, where flies fell in love.


I sort of felt sorry for the damn flies. They never hurt anybody. Even though they were supposed to carry disease, I never heard anybody say he caught anything from a fly. My cousin gave two guys the clap, and nobody ever whacked her with a newspaper.


The desperate tension of the Depression was lessened for me by my Philco radio with the little yellow-orange dial and the black numbers in the center. What a dear, sweet friend, my wooden radio, with the sensual cloth webbing that separated its cathedrallike architecture from the mass air-wave propaganda I was absorbing—it was the beginning of an awareness of a whole new fantasy culture . . .


“Jump on the Manhattan Merry-Go-Round—the Highway, the Byway, to New York Town . . .”


“And here comes Captain Andy now . . .”


The biggest swinger was Mr. First-Nighter. He always had a car waiting for him. “Take me to the little theater off Times Square.” Barbara Luddy and Les Tremayne.


And Joe Penner said: “Hyuk, hyuk, hyuk.”


“With a cloud of dust, the speed of light and a hearty Hi-Yo Silver Away!”


Procter & Gamble provided many Fulbright and Guggenheim fellowship winners with the same formative exposure.


Long Island had loads of screen doors and porches. Screen doors to push your nose against, porches to hide under. It always smelled funny under the porch. I had a continuing vision of one day crawling under there and finding a large cache of money, which I would spend nobly on my mother and aunt—but not until they explained the under-the-sink apparatus; and, if there was enough money, perhaps Mema would even demonstrate it for me.


I would usually hide under the porch until it came time to “get it.”


“You just wait till your father comes, then you’re really gonna get it.” I always thought what a pain in the ass it would be to be a father. You have to work hard all day and then, instead of resting when you come home, you have to “give it” to someone. I didn’t “get it” as much as other kids, though, because my mother and father were divorced.


I had to wait until visiting days to “get it.”


I look back in tender relished anger, and I can smell the damp newspapers that waited on the porch for the Goodwill—they never picked up anything we gave them because we never had it packed right—and I can hear the muffled voices through the kerosene stove.


“Mickey, I don’t know what we’re going to do with Lenny. He was so fresh to Mema. You know what he asked?”


Then they would all laugh hysterically. And then my father would schlep me from under the porch and whack the crap out of me.


For being fresh to Mema. For forgetting to change my good clothes after school and catching my corduroy knickers on a nail. And for whistling. I would even “get it” for whistling.


I used to love to whistle. The first tune I learned to whistle was Amapola. “Amapola, my pretty little poppy . . .” I received most of my musical education from the sounds that wafted from the alley of Angelo’s Bar and Grille, Ladies Invited, Free Lunch. I was enthralled with the discovery of the jukebox: a machine that didn’t sew, drill, boil or kill; a machine solely for fun.


Angelo, the tavernkeeper, was a classic illustration of onomatopoeia. He laughed “Har! Har! Har!” He talked exactly like the balloons in comic strips. When he was disturbed, he would say “Tch! Tch! Tch!” To express contempt, he would “Harrumph!”


I kept waiting to hear Angelo’s dog say “Arf! Arf!” He never made a sound. I told this to Russell Swan, the oil painter, sometime house painter and town drunk. He replied that the dog had been interbred with a giraffe—a reference I didn’t understand, but which cracked up the erudite Mr. Swan. It must be lonesome, being bright and witty and aware, but living in a town where you can’t relate to people in all areas.


Mr. Swan gave me the first book I ever read, Richard Halliburton’s Royal Road to Romance, the tale of a world traveler who continually searches for beauty and inner peace. I loved to read.


“Don’t read at the table,” I would be told.


“Why do they put stuff on the cereal box if they don’t want you to read?”


“Not at the table.”


When I get big, I thought, I’ll read anywhere I want . . . standing on the subway:


“What’s that you’re reading, sir?”


“A cereal box.”


I almost always made a good score in back of Angelo’s Bar and Grille; the loot consisted of deposit bottles. But there was a hang-up—you could never find anyone willing to cash them. The most sought-after prize was the large Hoffman bottle, which brought a five-cent bounty.


Mr. Geraldo, our neighborhood grocer, cashed my mother’s relief check and so he knew we had barely enough money for staples. Therefore, the luxury of soda pop in deposit bottles was obviously far beyond our economic sphere. Besides, he couldn’t relate to children. He disliked them because they made him nervous.


“Could I have a glass of water, please?”


“No, the water’s broken.”


When I brought the bottles to him, he would interrogate me without an ounce of mercy. “Did you buy these here? When did you buy them?” I would always fall prey to his Olga-of-Interpol tactics. “Yes, I think we bought them here.” Then he would finger-thump me on the back of the head, as if he were testing a watermelon. “Get the hell outta here, you never bought any soda here. I’m going to report your mother to the Welfare man and have him take her check away.”


I could hear the Welfare man saying to Mema: “Your nephew—you know, the one who knows too much already—he’s been arrested on a Deposit Bottle Charge. We have to take your check away.”


Then where would Mema go? We would all have to live under the porch, with the funny smell.


That was the big threat of the day—taking the check away. Generalities spewed forth: The goyim were always being threatened with the loss of their checks because of their presence in bars, and the Yidden for their presence in banks.


Another sure way for a family to lose its check was for any member to be caught going to the movies. But I didn’t worry about that. My friend and I would sneak in, hide under the seats while the porter was vacuuming, and then, after the newsreel was over, we would pop up in the midst of Lou Lehr’s “Mongees is da chrrazziest beeple . . .”


Anyway, my next stop with the deposit bottles would be the King Kullen Market. The manager stared at me. I returned his stare with no apparent guile. I tried to look as innocent and Anglo-Saxon as Jackie Cooper, pouting, pooched-out lip and all, but I’m sure I looked more like a dwarfed Maurice Chevalier.


“I bought them yesterday—I don’t know how the dirt and cobwebs got inside . . .”


He cashed the bottles and I got my 20 cents.


I bought a Liberty magazine for my mother. She liked to read them because the reading time was quoted: “four minutes, three seconds.” She used to clock herself, and her chief aim was to beat the quoted time. She always succeeded, but probably never knew what the hell she had read.


I bought Aunt Mema a 12-cent jar of Vaseline. She ate it by the ton. She was a Vaseline addict. She would rub it on and stick it in anything and everything. To Mema, carbolated Vaseline was Jewish penicillin.


Perhaps at this point I ought to say a little something about my vocabulary. My conversation, spoken and written, is usually flavored with the jargon of the hipster, the argot of the underworld, and Yiddish.


In the literate sense—as literate as Yiddish can be since it is not a formal language—“goyish” means “gentile.” But that’s not the way I mean to use it.


To me, if you live in New York or any other big city, you are Jewish. It doesn’t matter even if you’re Catholic; if you live in New York you’re Jewish. If you live in Butte, Montana, you’re going to be goyish even if you’re Jewish.


Evaporated milk is goyish even if the Jews invented it. Chocolate is Jewish and fudge is goyish. Spam is goyish and rye bread is Jewish.


Negroes are all Jews. Italians are all Jews. Irishmen who have rejected their religion are Jews. Mouths are very Jewish. And bosoms. Baton-twirling is very goyish. Georgie Jessel and Danny Thomas are Christians, because if you look closely on their bodies you’ll find a boil somewhere.


To trap an old Jewish woman—they’re crafty and they will lie—just seize one and you will find a handkerchief balled-up in one of her hands.


I can understand why we can’t have a Jewish President. It would be embarrassing to hear the President’s mother screaming love at the grandchildren: “Who’s Grandma’s baby! Who’s Grandma’s baby!”


“. . . And this is Chet Huntley in New York. The First Lady’s mother opened the Macy’s Day Parade screaming, ‘Oy zeishint mine lieber’ and furiously pinching young Stanley’s cheeks . . .”


Actually, she bit his ass, going “Oom, yum yum, is this a tush, whose tushy is that?” The Jews are notorious children’s-ass-kissers. Gentiles neither bite their children’s asses nor do they hahhh their soup.


Gentiles love their children as much as Jews love theirs; they just don’t wear their hearts on their sleeves. On the other hand, Jewish mothers don’t hang gold stars in their windows. They’re not proud of their boys’ going into the service. They’re always worried about their being killed.


Celebrate is a goyish word. Observe is a Jewish word. Mr. and Mrs. Walsh are celebrating Christmas with Major Thomas Moreland, USAF (Ret.), while Mr. and Mrs. Bromberg observed Hanukkah with Goldie and Arthur Schindler from Kiamesha, New York.


The difference between Jewish and goyish girls is that a gentile girl won’t “touch it once,” whereas a Jewish girl will kiss you and let you touch it—your own, that is.


The only Jewish thing about balling is Vaseline.


One eventful day, I discovered self-gratification. An older kid conducted a school, and five of us graduated about the same time.


A few days later, I was all set for an afternoon of whacking it. I had a copy of National Geographic, with pictures of naked chicks in Africa.


I’m sure that when these spade ladies with the taco tits posed for Osa and Martin Johnson, they never dreamed that they would be part of an 11-year-old satyr’s sexual fantasy, or they certainly wouldn’t have signed a model’s release.


I was propped up in bed, taking care of business. I was so involved, I didn’t hear the door open. “Leonard, what are you doing?” It was my father! My heart stopped. I froze. He repeated: “I said, what are you doing?”


To say it was a traumatic moment would be euphemistic. I had to restrain myself from asking: “Would you wait outside for just a minute?” He snarled, “It’s not only disgusting, what you’re doing—but, goddamnit, in my bed!”


He sat down and proceeded to tell me a story, that story we have all heard, with embellishments. Its grim conclusion left three of our relatives in state insane asylums—poor souls who had never been instructed in the wisdom of sleeping with their hands above the covers. The story line implied that this sort of thing was a nighttime practice and was associated with werewolves and vampires. Their punishment was that their hands withered away into wings, and they couldn’t pull it anymore, just fan it a little.


I had all sorts of horrendous visions of my future: my spine would collapse; my toes would fall off. Even though I resolved never to do it again, I felt I had done some irreparable damage.


Oh, what a cursed thing! I could see myself on a street corner giving testimony for the C.B.W.A.—Crooked Back Whackers Anonymous:


“Yea, brothers, I was of mortal flesh. Fortunately for me, my father walked in that day while I was having my struggle with Satan. Suppose he had not been an observant person, and merely thought I was doing a charade—committing hari-kari triple time—what then? But no, brothers, he knew he had a pervert living under his roof; the most dangerous of them all—a whacker! I would have to stop. No tapering off. I would have to stop now! In the language of the addict’s world, I would have to kick the habit—cold jerky . . .”









Chapter Two


I credit the motion picture industry as the strongest environmental factor in molding the children of my day.


Andy Hardy: whistling; a brown pompadour; a green lawn; a father whose severest punishment was taking your car away for the weekend.


Warner Baxter was a doctor. All priests looked like Pat O’Brien.


The superintendent of my school looked like Spencer Tracy, and the principal looked like Vincent Price. I was surprised years later to discover they were Spencer Tracy and Vincent Price. I went to Hollywood High, folks. Lana Turner sat at the next desk, Roland Young was the English teacher and Joan Crawford taught general science. “She’s got a fabulous body, but she never takes that shop apron off.”


Actually, I went to public school in North Bellmore, Long Island, for eight years, up until the fifth grade. I remember the routine of milk at 10:15 and napping on the desk—I hated the smell of that desk—I always used to dribble on the initials. And how enigmatic those well-preserved carvings were to me: BOOK YOU.


My friend Carmelo, the barber’s son, and I would “buy” our lunch at the little green store. That’s what we called the student lockers from which we stole hot cold lunches. “Let’s see what we’ve got at the little green store today.”


We would usually go shopping around 11:30 on the eighth-grade floor, when everybody was in homeroom. Carmelo would bust open a locker. A white paper bag! Who used white paper bags? People who could afford to buy baked goods and make their children exotic sandwiches. Tuna on date-nut bread, four creme-filled Hydrox cookies, a banana which was unreal—the color wasn’t solid brown, it was yellow tipped with green, and the end wasn’t rotten—and the last goody: a nickel, wrapped in wax paper.


Some people are wrapping freaks—a little pinch of salt in wax paper, pepper in wax paper, two radishes that were individually wrapped in wax paper. The thing that really made it erotic was that it was real wax paper, not bread-wrapping wax paper.


Carmelo’s father had a barbershop with one chair and a poster in the window showing four different styles of haircuts, and guaranteeing you surefire results in securing employment if you would follow the tips on grooming: “The First Things an Employer Looks at Are Hair, Nails and Shoes.” An atomic-energy department head who looks at these qualifications in a job applicant would probably be a faggot.


Carmelo’s mother was the manicurist and town whore. Those symbols of my childhood are gone—what a shame!—the country doctor, the town whore, the village idiot, and the drunken family from the other side of the tracks have been replaced by the Communist, the junkie, the faggot, and the beatnik.


Prostitution wasn’t respected and accepted, but I figured that if she was the town whore, then all the people in the town had fucked her and had paid her and they were all a part of what she was. I staunchly defended Carmelo’s mother.


Carmelo and I were sitting in the barbershop one lunch hour, drawing mustaches on the people in the Literary Digest, when Mr. Krank, the assistant principal, walked in, looked at us and almost shit. Maybe he had dropped by to pay a visit to the town whore.


He quickly asked Carmelo’s father: “Got time to give me a trim?” This really confused me, because Mr. Krank was almost bald; he didn’t have a goddamn hair on top of his head. We left just as Carmelo’s father did away with the sideburns that Mr. Krank treasured so dearly.


My mother worked as a waitress and doubled as a maid in fashionable Long Beach, Long Island. My father was working during the day and going to college at night. His motive was to better himself and, in turn, better us all. If he had graduated, I might not be where I am now. I’m the head of a big firm today, thanks to my dad’s foresight in placing handy knowledge at my fingertips.
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