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“Scott Dikkers is one of American comedy’s superheroes, and The Onion Story is his origin story—hilarious, inspiring, and impossible to put down.”


—Andy Borowitz, New York Times Bestselling Author and Winner of the National Press Club Award for Humor


“No one is more qualified to write a history of The Onion than Scott, and I’ve truly enjoyed reliving some of those ridiculous days through his delightfully capable chronicle.”


—Dan Vebber, Co-Executive Producer, The Simpsons, and Former Onion Editor


“The complete story of the glorious rise of The Onion by the man more responsible for it than anyone.”


—David Javerbaum, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, 13-time Emmy Winner, and Former Onion Writer


“Essential reading for anyone who’s laughed at the news—and wondered how absurdity conquered journalism.”


—James Breakwell, Author, Only Dead on the Inside


“Scott’s story is truly amazing: how, through years of trial and error and back-breaking work, he pursued his dream and grew The Onion from a simple comic strip into an international comedy institution respected by everyone in comedy…It made me wish I was part of it!”


—Jeffrey Gurian, Former Columnist, The Weekly World News


“You’d expect a memoir by the prime mover of The Onion to be witty, and it is. You’d expect it to be sharply observed, and it is. You wouldn’t necessarily expect The Onion Story to be poignant and personal, but oh, it is—and it’s a revelation.”


—Dean Robbins, Author, Wisconsin Idols


“I devoured this book in one sitting! Scott Dikkers’s story of how he escaped small town hell to help build one of the most enduring comedy brands is fascinating and inspiring.”


—Rich Dahm, Co-Executive Producer, The Colbert Report and The Middle, and Former Onion Editor


“I had the pleasure of serving as the lawyer for The Onion during their sojourn in Madison. During that period I learned something very important about the news: Satire is the truth about the news. The Onion was and still is the candle in the darkness. And if you want the truth about the truth, READ THIS BOOK.”


—Ken Artis, Former Legal Counsel, The Onion


“This is the Onion origin story we’ve been waiting for! Scott has rummaged deep into his memory and done his research to create an engrossing, detailed, and funny book recounting the true origin of this now revered humor institution and the interesting cast of characters around it.”


—Keith Webster, Former Onion Columnist and Cartoonist
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Chapter 1



Area Dropout Also Poor


With trembling hands, I poured my repurposed peanut butter jar of coins onto the floor of my apartment and counted them. I added the stack of twenty-dollar bills from my emptied bank account. The grand total was just shy of $3,000. I had no car, no home, and no other assets. This little pile was my life savings and total net worth. Wiping the sweat off my brow, I engaged in a sober, internal debate about whether I should give every penny I owned to two college dropouts who’d cast a spell on me.


The first was Tim Keck, who had the disarming smile, good looks, and keen executive function of a young man who could rise to the top of whatever job, political position, or cult he picked. If he’d been a pediatrician, he’d have been the kind who builds instant rapport with eight-year-old chemotherapy patients with a little joke and a tousle of their hair, turning their sobs into giggles.


Through some glitch in the holographic universe, Tim’s passions lay neither in representative government, new fringe religions, nor caring for sick children. Despite his obvious gifts, his passions lay in mischievous and muckraking journalism. His parents had been in the newspaper business all his life. He grew up surrounded by reporters, wordsmiths, and the sound of furiously clacking typewriters. Printer’s ink flowed through his veins. After leaving home, he continued the family tradition, selling advertising for the University of Wisconsin–Madison student newspaper, The Daily Cardinal.


In the summer of 1988, one year before I had to decide whether to hand over all my worldly possessions to him and his sketchy business partner, Tim knew he could make a little money by independently publishing a one-sheet calendar of student events on an 11” x 17” sheet of paper with ads along the border like a Waffle House placemat.


Taking advantage of his Daily Cardinal contacts, he sold the little square spaces on his calendar mat to local merchants and laid them out on a master sheet. He knew a stand-alone grid with key dates like “Orientation Day” wouldn’t draw much of an audience, so he approached James Sturm.


James always appeared to have just rolled out of bed, slipped on a tie-dyed T-shirt, and smoked a bong the size of a snow shovel, but somehow he embodied the energy and affability of a new puppy. He was an effusively creative college cartoonist whose comic strip, The Adventures of Down and Out Dawg, overflowed with underground-style social and cultural criticism starring the titular mangy, bug-eyed mutt. James packed his daily parade of gags so tightly, he often fit extra jokes along the border like Sergio Aragonés, sometimes with a full bonus comic strip along the bottom. The strip was a hit in The Daily Cardinal, and James had leveraged its popularity to sell Dawg T-shirts and publish a Dawg book.


With James’s capacity for funny ideas barely contained within his allotted rectangle in The Cardinal, Tim hardly needed to exert his considerable charm to get the project going. James created drawings for the calendar. Tim ran off copies at the twenty-fourhour Kinko’s on University Avenue and hand delivered them to students in the dorms. The plucky self-starters pocketed a few hundred bucks each.


On one of the rare occasions I showed up at the Cardinal office,James excitedly boasted of his success with Tim’s calendar, and my insides boiled. Why was he making this easy money and I wasn’t? Who was this mysterious student entrepreneur James had discovered, and why wasn’t I in business with him?


It was more than just blind envy that had me heated. I believed I had earned the right to career opportunities on par with James’s. I also penned a strip in The Daily Cardinal. Mine ran directly under his on the comics page. It was Jim’s Journal, a simple, stick-figure effort drawn with a Sharpie, featuring the protagonist’s terminally low-key, existential account of daily life as a college student.


Complicating my emotions was James’s history with Jim’s Journal. He’d been instrumental in getting it accepted in The Cardinal the previous fall. Graphics editor Keith Doherty was skeptical of its appeal and initially rejected it. James endorsed it, convincing Keith to take a chance and run it on a trial basis. It caught on, and soon my unassuming strip was on track to achieve Dawg-level success. James lifted me further, introducing me to Kim Erb at the Shirt Stop, who quickly began selling Jim merch alongside Dawg in her store. He introduced me to Patterson Printing in Benton Harbor, Michigan, where he produced his book.


Tim and his calendar project seemed like a natural evolution of James’s and my relationship. Like an elder brother, James held my hand and walked me into a lucrative career as a college cartoonist with multiple streams of income. It didn’t take long for him to tease me with news that Tim was interested in doing next month’s calendar with Jim. I figured I was a shoo-in.


But it didn’t happen. Before I had a chance to meet Tim, he’d moved on from his rinky-dink calendar idea to a bigger, more profitable enterprise inspired by the calendar’s success. He’d teamed with spellbinding-college-dropout-whom-I-might-give-away-all-my-money-to number two, Chris Johnson, to found a weekly campus humor magazine called The Rag. This publication would incorporate the student calendar in its center spread, featuring as many as eight to twelve pages around it. Pages of what, Tim and Chris hadn’t figured out yet.


As Tim told it, he knew he wanted to go into business with Chris as soon as they met. Nicknamed (by Tim) “Lucifer,” Chris was tall, thin, light haired, and devious looking. He glided through life with a soft and refined air, like the scion of blue bloods. His steel-eyed gaze and silver tongue could intimidate anyone or anything in seconds. Meanwhile, he appeared to reside on a different plane of existence, smirking behind his Leon Trotsky spectacles at some metawitticism only he understood. He’d spent much of his childhood in Brazil and spoke fluent Portuguese, making him an exotic oddity among us rubes at the University of Wisconsin.


When Tim approached Chris to start a publishing business, Chris jumped at the opportunity. Then, just as quickly, he packed up everything he owned and moved to Brazil to start a business with his uncle. Undaunted and believing he couldn’t start a humor publication without Chris, Tim followed Chris to Brazil. His mission: to persuade this wild and unpredictable dynamo to return to Wisconsin and devote himself to The Rag, to bless it with his electric energy and godlike confidence.


To shed light on why Chris was essential to the plan, Tim told me the story of how he and Chris sat at a backwater diner near a South American village one day when a group of hardened local mercenaries began mocking them from a nearby table. Tim was sweating. He believed these Contras, or whatever they were, might either kidnap Tim and Chris or torture them to death for fun and dump their bodies in the jungle. In this remote and lawless territory, who could stop them? The two gringos were easy pickings. The men’s threats escalated and turned belligerent. Tim wanted to get out of there, fast. Chris set down his fork, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and strolled over to the men. Expertly assaying the role of a cold-blooded CIA military operative, he whispered to the men in their native tongue: “Unless you boys want to end up dead in your bunks tonight, I advise you mind your manners, and enjoy your meal.” He smiled at them, walked calmly back to Tim, and continued eating. The mercenaries didn’t say another word.


Tim’s romantic re-recruitment gesture paid off. He coaxed Chris out of his uncle’s tropical business and brought him back to the near-arctic north to start work on The Rag. They set up in a one-room dorm; a cheap, summer-student high-rise in an off-campus no-man’s land near Lake Mendota.


Meanwhile, Jim’s Journal’s popularity grew. My T-shirts, which pictured Jim with slogans like “I had a pretty good day” and “I’m kind of bored,” were the hottest item at Kim’s Shirt Stop, outselling not only Dawg T-shirts, but all the Simpsons and Batman apparel that topped college fashion at the time. I couldn’t go outside without seeing someone wearing one of my shirts. I began self-syndicating Jim’s Journal to other college newspapers, nearly a hundred of them. My book collection of strips was a cash cow. I modeled it after Jim Davis’s Garfield and Gary Larson’s The Far Side books, somehow figuring out how to order an ISBN number from the R. R. Bowker company and getting my hands on an application for a UPC symbol from the Uniform Code Council. They sent me a photostat in the mail that I could reproduce on the back cover. This made the first Jim’s Journal collection, I Went to College and it was okay, a “real” book. Hand delivered (by me) and sold on consignment to local bookstores, it could be scanned, listed, and shipped anywhere from the clearinghouse Ingram Book Company, exposing it to bookstores from all the towns with student newspapers that ran the comic strip.


I made an appearance at Madison’s University Book Store and drew a line of customers that stretched to the sidewalk. I signed books and T-shirts for hours. A man in his seventies shed a tear, telling me that Jim’s Journal was his favorite comic strip of all time. A beautiful co-ed smiled her dimpled, clear-skinned face and pressed her body against me while I autographed her book. I thought she was going to hump my leg. I got similarly wined and dined by Iowa State University, which booked me for a lecture to talk about Jim’s success.


It felt almost like cheating to have a hit college newspaper comic strip when I wasn’t even a college student. I was the right age, but I’d dropped out of school after barely attending just a couple of classes.


To my surprise, I Went to College and it was okay made an appearance on The New York Times college-market bestseller list. While only making it by a whisker, at number nine, this was nonetheless an unheard-of achievement for a scrappy, indie title. As soon as the list was released, I got a phone call from an editor at Andrews McMeel, the publishing house responsible for The Far Side and Calvin and Hobbes books. They offered me a multi-book contract for a series of Jim’s Journal books. I scrambled to find a literary agent to negotiate the deal, contacting the only one I had ever heard about, my friend and fellow Madison-area cartoonist P.S. Mueller’s agent, Jeff Herman.


Despite my success, I wasn’t so flush that I could quit my minimum-wage day job as a glorified intern at Wisconsin Public Radio. Jim’s Journal was, at best, a profitable side hustle. Still, Tim and Chris wanted my star power for The Rag. They knew a hot property like Jim’s Journal would help them sell advertising. Like anyone in Madison in those days, they beheld Jim’s success with a mix of bemusement and awe. Why was this stick-figure cartoon with barely any jokes so popular? No one knew, including Tim and Chris. But they didn’t care and didn’t need to. They invited me to their remote lakeside lair.


In the entryway of the building, student newspapers piled up in disarray on a wooden cubby. Thick cigarette smoke and languages from China, India, and Indonesia filled the first floor, as UW students who found it too impractical to travel home for the summer loitered, bided their time, avoided studying for summer-school classes, and played billiards at the multiple bar-sized pool tables in the lobby.


After an elevator ride to a high floor, I entered the tiny, barewalled room that scarcely had space for the built-in bunk and vanity. The linoleum floor appeared to have never been washed.


Chris sat calmly in front of me on a backward schoolroom chair and laid out their lofty goals as if plotting the beats of a movie script. Tim provided color, gesticulating and pacing, his passion for The Rag bursting out of him like rays from the sun. They filled my head with an audacious vision of a humor magazine that would step into the space vacated by the effectively dead National Lampoon, that could be as famous as Mad magazine, but for a college audience, and that would unseat the brilliant Spy magazine as the nation’s funniest. They would do it all by being younger, bolder, and sillier. They’d focus not just on New York high society, like Spy, but on the culture at large. They’d start by distributing it free on the UW campus, and from there, newsstands across the country for four dollars an issue. Chris bluntly excoriated the poor quality of the other student publications in Madison, dismissing them as if leapfrogging each one was a foregone conclusion. He suggested I’d have the opportunity to not only run Jim’s Journal in The Rag, but any article I wanted to write. I imagined a stunning, full-color, glossy product, a snappy logo on a professionally designed cover, and an entire publication to fill with whatever comedy ideas I dreamed up.


The beautiful picture lit my imagination on fire.


They’d already asked James if he would pull Dawg from The Cardinal and run it in The Rag. James told them he couldn’t afford to take a chance on an upstart publication. The Cardinal, after all, was well established, boasting one of the largest circulations of any college newspaper in the country, some 50,000 copies every weekday. It blanketed the campus. The Rag, in stark contrast, would come out only once a week, starting at barely 15,000 copies.


The Cardinal paid me five dollars a week, same as James. Tim and Chris offered to double that. I admired their audacity, poaching the best artists from the top student paper just like a couple of collegiate Charles Foster Kanes.


But could I take a leap James hadn’t been willing to take? Was pulling Jim’s Journal from The Cardinal a bad career move? Maybe The Rag was the wrong place for a comic strip created for a daily newspaper. Magazine comics were different, like National Lampoon’s Foto Funnies or Mad’s movie and TV parodies. They weren’t even the same size. How would the week’s Jim strips even run in The Rag? On top of each other on the same page? One strip at the top of every page?


To their credit, Tim and Chris were gung ho to bring me on board but didn’t push. If they’d wanted, they could have convinced me. Tim was the good cop, cajoling with smiles and reassurances. Chris was the bad, often so stone faced and terse as to be offputting, even abrasive. He was known to casually hang up on people during business calls, an act that, in the age before ubiquitous cell phones and texting, was unthinkably rude. He made people want to please him—or at least avoid angering him. He’d read about Michael O’Donoghue’s exploits at Saturday Night Live, sarcastically rejecting Garrett Morris’s scripts by dropping them in the trash without even looking up from his typewriter, saying, “Real good, Garrett. Real good.” Chris even looked like O’Donoghue.


Left to follow my heart, I knew Jim and The Rag were a mismatch. I knew it would be a mistake to let Tim and Chris run the comic strip. I said no.


I went home and, without telling them, got to work on something that would make The Rag even better than they imagined.










Chapter 2



Unexamined Life Lived


My well-worn mixtape of Sade’s first two albums played on a loop, drowning out the screams. The cassette machine clicked loudly when it got to the end of one side and autoplayed the other.


Tethered to my drawing table, I picked through my markers, pencils, and Rapidograph pens. I measured and cut Bristol board. I roughed out scripts on scrap paper.


Across the street from my second-floor apartment, Schooner’s Bar & Grill shook with thumping bass and drunken hoots. Down the street a few doors, The Red Shed, another bar, clashed with its own music and hollers. When the bars closed, masses of college students with more alcohol than blood flowing through their bodies whooped, shrieked, and spilled into the street in undulating clumps.


Alone in my cave above it all, Grinch-like, I crafted my Rag submission into the wee hours. Although I didn’t drink or smoke—I’d never tried either—a cocktail brewed in my blood just the same. Adrenaline and dopamine focused me like a laser, driving me to create something so amazing, so dazzling in both quality and quantity, it would leave Tim and Chris speechless.


But why? They were already impressed with my comic strip and its success. What inflamed my desire to overdeliver on this submission? At the time, I didn’t know. Obsessive drive had been my default mode for as many of my twenty-three years as I could remember. I never thought about it and never noticed I was different.


I got a clue a few years earlier. Uninsured, I paid students at the University of Wisconsin medical school a discounted rate to straighten my deviated septum. To anesthetize me for the procedure, they used medical-grade cocaine. Apparently, it was cheaper than proper anesthesia. It also allowed them to perform the surgery without putting me under.


I’d never tried cocaine either. The student doctor prefaced the medical administration of the drug by telling me the sensation would be the same as when casual users snort it. When it kicked in, I felt euphoric, ultraconfident, and a sense that I could accomplish anything.


As these emotions surged through me, I found them strikingly familiar. They were like slipping on a favorite sweater. All my life, I’d experienced the same euphoria, ultraconfidence, and a sense that I could accomplish anything. My heart sank for people who needed cocaine to get this feeling.


The first time I encountered it was many years before, in Minneapolis, where I published my first book, Jokes and Riddles!, a collection of a dozen illustrated jokes, some original, some stolen from paperback jokebooks. I put the setup on one page and the punch line on the next. Staple bound, the book was hand lettered and hand drawn on paper my dad brought home from his office. I was four.


The book featured these original zingers:


Why didn’t the sckeleten cras the roude? / He did’t wan’to get raneoverd.


Why did the mouse jump the fence? / Becaus he waun’ted to.


Why did the Foot-Boll-Paere get a BasckitBoll? / He chanch jobs.


My target audience was Mom and Grandma, and they loved it. Getting laughs from them took me to a state of joy I’d yet to experience in my young life. I was hooked like one of those stand-up comics who tell the story of their first time on stage, hearing the laughter and realizing this is what they need to do for the rest of their lives.


Scraps of paper became my stage, a free space where I could be, do, say, or imagine anything I wanted. The paper was a magic portal where I could leave my dreary existence and enter a fantastical world of make-believe where everything was fun and funny.


Before the paradigm-shifting release of Jokes and Riddles!, I didn’t experience a lot of joy, laughter, or love in the family home. I sat cross-legged in front of our TV and watched families on The Brady Bunch, Father Knows Best, and other shows, hugging and saying “I love you.” Their impossibly stable and emotionally healthy interactions confused me. The frightening depth of mental illness in my family wouldn’t reveal itself to me until years later, but in my toddler years, I sensed, in the best way my undeveloped brain could perceive, a lack of enthusiasm. So much of daily life—meals, bedtime, and all the rest of it—felt cold, almost scary, like we were going through the motions under a dark cloud.


A recurring vision that haunted my daydreams featured my parents suddenly glaring at me with red, glowing eyes, revealing that none of this “tranquil family home” act was real. They were humanoid robots conducting some kind of sinister experiment. I was the subject. And once I had blown their cover, they had no choice but to destroy me.


Naturally, I turned to comedy. Spurred at first by my own success, as well as my early and unwitting mentors, Dr. Seuss, the puppeteers on Sesame Street, and later the artists and writers of Gilligan’s Island and Mad magazine, I escaped into Funnyland, avoiding the real world as much as possible.


Sitting up in bed or hunched over my desk, my orange cat, Tinky, curled on my lap, I wrote more books. I faked illnesses to get more writing and drawing time, once staying home from school for two weeks straight. I wrote more jokebooks. I wrote parodies of Jack and the Beanstalk and The Wizard of Oz. By the time I was seven, I leveled up the production quality. I bought spiral-bound pocket notebooks from the grocery store’s office-supply aisle with my twenty-five-cent weekly allowance and turned them into cartoon storybooks, scripts, and calendars. A favorite among my audience of two was a series of ABC books, simple twenty-six-page listings like “A is for avalanche,” with a cartoon character escaping from an avalanche, and so on. I lovingly crafted every book in ballpoint pen and colored them with the set of sixty-four Marvy Markers I’d received as a Christmas gift, my most cherished possession.


I created a book of character archetypes, depicting different people from different walks of life. I made another book using news-magazine cutouts instead of drawings, with straight-faced captions that detailed the biography of a fictional character named Frank, whose connections with warlords, world leaders, and starlets made him a noteworthy yet mysterious figure in history. I made a “reveal the drawing” book, inspired by the Mad fold-in, cutting every other page of the notebook in half to make an entirely different picture when you flipped up the half page.


Obsessive comedy creation became my identity. The middle of three boys, I was quiet, awkward, and not particularly good looking or talented. I looked like one of those pencils with a bushel of hair on the end, a matted strawberry-blond mop on a thirty-pound waif. I wore rags covered in cat hair. I had a face full of freckles and large gaps between all four of my front teeth.


The youngest of us, Martin, flashed the confident smile of a boy who knew he was handsome. He played sports, made friends with everyone, and was always in the popular crowd. The oldest, Alan, was born with an astonishing breadth of skills and Jason Momoa good looks. Awkward and reclusive like me, he nonetheless managed a string of relationships with all the prettiest girls in school. Creatively, Alan could craft anything out of nothing. He won the school-wide Halloween costume contest every year with original costumes he sewed or fused together. He made working Muppets as good as Jim Henson’s. He made props for movies as good as any in Star Wars. He built furniture and houses. Once, he accidentally splashed concentrated orange juice on one of Mom’s favorite wall hangings, a framed original of Mount Rainier that reminded her of her childhood in the Pacific Northwest. It was ruined. Alan took the canvas out of the frame, got a new canvas, and repainted the whole thing. Mom never noticed. He was eight.


In the whole of middle school and high school, I went steady with one girl, who broke up with me after a couple of weeks and sixty seconds of hand-holding. We were in the eighth grade. The girl I really liked, but who barely knew I existed, had a crush on Alan.


My kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Matthews, told my mother she might have to hold me back because I couldn’t hop. This was partly due to the corrective shoes I wore with the metal brace between them that made me hobble around like a little green soldier, and also, as Mrs. Matthews put it, “He might be retarded.”


Again, comedy came to the rescue. My only friend was also my first comedy peer and mentor, Marcellus Hall. I met him when he was in second grade and I was in first. He was smart, funny, and had more freckles and even redder hair than mine, like the flesh of half a cantaloupe scooped out and lodged on top of his head. He’d taken a cartooning class, and his uncle was a professional illustrator. Since we were in different classes at Fuller Elementary, just down the hill from his house, we spent time in each other’s rooms, drawing and making jokes. We studied Mad, copying their artists and learning new techniques for drawing noses, shading, and all the other ways budding cartoonists measure their progress.


Marcellus’s and my comedy aspirations quickly bled into other media. Inspired by the tear-out vinyl 45s that sometimes came in Mad, we produced comedy skits on my mom’s cassette recorder. Marcellus was a gifted voice actor with great comic timing. We created a fake game show called Cash Quiz and a series of short vignettes, acting out imaginary phone pranks called “Funny Fone Calls.” Later, we conducted actual phone pranks, calling random people from the phone book and pretending to be radio DJs giving away money.


These riotously fun times built a bubble around me that shielded me from real-world events. Dad suddenly left us after an affair with his secretary. He later remarried, and then, after suggesting he sacrifice his new preteen stepdaughter for some Abrahamic purpose I heard about but didn’t understand, authorities quickly dispatched him to the psych ward. Mom, stuck with raising three unruly preteen boys alone, remarried a pushy carpet salesman she met at church named Jerry Keilas. She thought he might whip her wayward juveniles into shape. Rising to the challenge, he had the bold idea to move us to a plot of land outside the tiny town of Ellsworth, Wisconsin, and put us to work as farmers.


Jerry had a hard, round gut from his nightly bottle of brandy. He had thick, strong hands from his lifetime of gray-collar work. He had a face eerily reminiscent of Adolf Hitler’s but reddened and puffy from the brandy. He once grew a mustache, shaved all but the middle, combed all his hair to one side, and marched through the house screaming mock German. Mom got the willies and begged him to stop.


On the farm, escaping reality was more difficult, and my comedy took a back seat. Jerry woke us up before dawn, banging pots and pans, turning on bright lights, and yelling “Roust ’em out!” I stumbled into the chicken coop to feed the chickens and collect the eggs, and then to the barn to slop the pigs, the cow, and the horse. I spent my days with pitchfork and hose in hand, replenishing all the coops, pens, and stalls with fresh-bailed straw. Depending on the season, I manually harvested hay and straw from our field, hand picked and hand shucked corn until my hands bled, and mowed the five-acre lawn around the farmhouse with a push mower, a two-day job that left my palms covered in blisters. Instead of a life filled with comedy, I lived a life filled with various types of grass. Martin and Alan had other chores, probably taking care of the ducks, sheep, goats, enormous cat herd, and revolving occupants of the doghouse.


I especially enjoyed the cats, the occasional dog, and the pigs. The chickens were jerks, always singling out the weakest in the flock, pecking their eyes and buttholes until they were blind and bloodied. Farming chickens was like overseeing a herd of miniature velociraptors. Had they been free roaming, they might have been more agreeable. Their tiny, chicken-wire-and-crumbling-pinewood coop was like a Civil War prison camp. I spent more time with the pigs than anyone else. They were pensive, easygoing, and funny.


In winter, we put on our snowsuits and spent the weekends chainsawing firewood on other people’s land, people Jerry didn’t know and who certainly didn’t give him permission to clear their trees. Jerry drank his brandy from a flask, what he called his “antifreeze,” in the heated comfort of the station wagon while we trudged through deep snow, loading stolen logs into the trailer, our fingers, toes, and faces numb with frostbite.


Jerry parlayed his carpet sales experience to start a business in Ellsworth, a furniture store he christened “Keilas Furniture.” I was twelve, prepubescent, and weighed barely sixty pounds. No matter; I joined Alan, thirteen, to become the delivery crew. On school nights, we delivered furniture to remote farmhouses into the wee hours, with Jerry driving the van, barely able to sit up straight from his brandy. We installed softside waterbeds, a big fad in the ’70s, comprising a two-by-four frame, a giant plastic bag of water, and a mattress cover on top. We once worked past 3 AM removing a staircase one plank at a time from a hapless old farmer’s house, trying to fit the wooden frame of his new waterbed into a second-floor bedroom. Jerry didn’t want to go the easier route of collapsing the frame for fear it would void the bed’s warranty. Even after removing the entire staircase, taking half the poor man’s house apart, the frame still didn’t fit. Jerry finally relented and ordered us to disassemble the frame and rebuild it in the bedroom.


Another late night one winter, Jerry drove Alan and me home in the van on a country road that was coated with ice. From the back, I could see his beady Hitler eyes in the rearview mirror, struggling to stay open. He closed his left eye completely, probably calculating that it was out of view and therefore would trick us into thinking he was alert enough to drive. Then his right eye slowly began to close. Finally, both eyes closed and his head dropped to his chest. The van veered off the road. Jerry popped awake. His eyes telescoped like a Tex Avery character as we spun in circles on the ice, narrowly avoiding a rollover into the ditch.


Jerry’s primary mode of communication was barking orders. He was a mini-führer with an army of boys, including, occasionally, two boys and a girl the same age as my brothers and me from his previous marriage. If it wasn’t farmwork or furniture store work, it was make-work. One weekend, he ordered us to move an enormous pile of scrap wood from one part of the farm to another for no discernible reason. The task took nearly a week. Sober, his orders came out no worse than a sadistic gym teacher. Drunk, they came out like a Nazi commandant, complete with belittling insults, threats, and the occasional slug.


Jerry sometimes took us in the barn at night for a thrashing after some minor, technical infraction of one of his myriad regulations, often concerning dinner table manners.


I retreated into myself and used what little time I had for creative work to exchange letters and drawings with Marcellus. Like letters from the outside to a prisoner, his mail inspired me and gave me reason to live. Our letters got sillier and sillier. We began sending recordings to each other, complete with fully produced sketches, comedy bits, and commentary. The “Mail Tape,” we called it, was a single cassette that we exchanged. After listening to each other’s episode, we erased over it to record our reply and then send it back. We didn’t think to preserve these lavish productions. To us, they were as disposable as a conversation. Besides, cassette tapes weren’t cheap. A new one for each letter would have been an extravagance worthy of the crowned heads of Europe.


The rest of my spare time was spent fantasizing in vivid Technicolor, punching and kicking Jerry in the face and knocking him down, like Caine on Kung Fu. Sooner than I expected, a strange twist of fate would fulfill my murderous fantasy, and at the same time, it would bring me closer to my dreams of big-time comedy success.








Chapter 3


Childhood Trauma Mined for Cheap Laugh

Middle school basketball and wrestling weren’t for me, but I tried out anyway as an excuse to avoid home. I signed up for piano lessons and marching band, too. (I played the trumpet.) Despite being shy, unpopular, and beset by bullies, my days at school were a welcomed respite from Jerry. I gathered comedy cohorts at Ellsworth Junior High—fellow undesirable odd ducks Vincent Taylor, a skinny, pimply faced kid with a Howard Stern Adam’s apple who moved in with his grandmother after his parents died in a murder-suicide; and Mark Leonard, who at thirteen looked 113, like a retired comedian who tells stories of the vaudeville days. He was George Burns small, with an old man’s big nose and big ears. We formed an imaginary trio with our own comedy show, The Dick Vince and Len Show. We used one of the best cuts from my sound-effect record collection, a three-minute laugh track with silence between the laughs, to craft a comedy routine on cassette that perfectly matched the pauses and intensity of the laughs on the record to make our recording sound like it had a live audience.

We competed for the mantle of class clown, getting together like stand-ups at the Comedy Cellar after a show, recalling which ad-libs had killed that day in class.

In the summers, I biked everywhere in Ellsworth, back and forth to school to practice my trumpet in the empty band room, to the furniture store, and for no reason other than to explore the hilly and winding back roads of Ellsworth. Streaming through the remote countryside gave me time to imagine my life after I grew up, got out of this Podunk town, and escaped Jerry’s iron grip.

My dad, who came from a strict religious family, visited me one day on the farm. He burst into my room and shouted, “Are you ready for the Rapture!?” He’d come to realize the Second Coming of Jesus Christ was imminent, and he wanted to make sure my soul was ready. I didn’t want to tell him his beliefs were nonsense, so I just told him I was all set for the Rapture.

I pondered my dad’s beliefs, the religion I was raised with, and the nature of my soul—if I even believed in such a thing—as I trekked across the rural Wisconsin roads, meditating on two wheels.

The Webster farm sat on a curve of Highway 63 about three miles outside of town. I passed it frequently. Keith Webster, the oldest of three kids, could often be seen plowing or cultivating fields with his tractor. An unassuming and frail-looking high schooler with a wisp of light-colored hair, he resembled an ancient Chinese Qigong master who could defeat men twice his size. His mind and body moved along a mysterious trajectory most people didn’t understand, especially people in Ellsworth, Wisconsin.

Other teenagers in the area spent their time cruising, getting drunk, getting pregnant, or all of the above. By contrast, Keith read voraciously, his thick glasses often buried in a book of poetry, history, science fiction, religious criticism, or philosophy. Despite his slight frame, he competed on the state-champion Ellsworth High School wrestling team in the heavyweight class. He faced impossibly large kids from other schools, like the oddball 365-pounder who was accustomed to crushing his puny opponents like gnats. Keith found competitors like this deeply amusing, and he often brought them down like Goliaths.

When Keith was younger, adults told him fantastical stories of impossible miracles, magic, and invisible beings. He enjoyed the stories. He liked making up his own fanciful stories, too. He wrote poems, songs, science fiction, and funny essays. But the adults said their stories were true. He shrugged his shoulders, took his mother’s hand, and walked up the road on Sunday mornings from the Webster farm to St. Paul’s United Church of Christ, figuring the stories would make sense one day when he was older and could understand them.

I officially met Keith in the youth group at this church. Although he was four years older, we bonded quickly over our shared lack of belief in anything the church taught, save for the sensible stuff about being nice to people. I didn’t dare talk to anyone else about my atheism, especially anyone in my family. Everyone from Jerry to my grandparents was a devout, lifelong adherent. They dragged me to church every Sunday. I dutifully sat in the pew, same as Keith, my mind occupied with images, ideas, and scenarios that mocked the proceedings.

Keith drew comics, painted, wrote scripts, and appreciated comedy like I did. We met at my grandma’s trailer (she had a color TV) to watch Monty Python on PBS. We laughed ourselves silly and marveled at the complexity of the writing until Grandma realized the show made fun of the church and forbade me to watch it. Keith and I laughed at bad movies at his parents’ farmhouse, like Ed Wood’s Plan 9 from Outer Space and the Lee Majors vehicle The Last Chase, a modern science-fiction movie almost as bad as Plan 9. These movies reverse inspired me, making me think if these terrible films could get made, why couldn’t I make professional entertainment one day?

These scattered yet tantalizing glimmers of a life in Hollywood remained far outside my reach. I was still mired in the daily grind with Jerry on the farm and in the furniture store.

In addition to Jerry’s experience in quality flooring, he also worked as a butcher for a time. He put his knowledge of how to kill and cut apart dead animals to good use on the farm. If an unknown dog wandered onto our property, he would shoot it. Even our own dog, a sweet yellow Lab named Olga, barely a year old and beloved by everyone, couldn’t escape Jerry’s crosshairs. She snapped at someone in the family, and Jerry determined there was no way to train her, so he shot her dead.

When our chickens, pigs, and cow came due for eating, he taught me how to slaughter them. I learned how to kill, pluck, clean, and dress a chicken. I killed and ate my friends, the pigs. Jerry directed me to shoot our sheep between the eyes. We ate her, too.

My life was so removed from the glamour of showbiz, I once cut a nerve in my thumb moving piles of glass for Jerry. (Fifty years later, I still have the scar, and the feeling in that thumb still isn’t right.) Instead of comforting me, getting me a bandage, or taking me to the emergency room, he bawled me out at the top of his lungs, blaming Mad magazine for making me careless with the glass. He’d had enough of me acting silly, he said. He forbade me to read Mad from that day forward, and he said if he ever saw another issue, he’d burn it.

Jerry made the questionable decision to sell mopeds from Keilas Furniture one summer. Mopeds with pedals became popular in the late ’70s. You could rev up to about 35 mph by engaging the motor. Without the motor, pedaling even a few feet took circus-strongman strength. We kids mostly stuck to regular bicycles.

Late one afternoon with no deliveries scheduled, Jerry closed the store. I headed the seven miles home on my bike, whooshing past fields of corn glinting in the golden-hour sun. Jerry left a few minutes after, on a moped. I sped ahead, careening down a gravel-road hill about halfway home, looking back through the dust trail to see if he was catching up. He crept closer, near the top of the hill. I knew I could top 35 mph downhill, so I pedaled faster. I looked back again a few seconds later and didn’t see him. I stopped and called after him. There was no reply. The air was still. My voice carried well. I thought maybe he was hiding, playing a trick on me.

I turned around and pounded the pedals up the hill. Near the top, I saw Jerry face down in the gravel some twenty feet in front of the moped, which was wheels up in the ditch, idling. I called to him again. He slowly sat himself up, his head drenched in dark blood with bits of gravel stuck to it. His cleaved lower lip hung below his chin like a turkey wattle.

“Ouch,” he said quietly, almost sleepily, his head slowly teetering from both the brandy and his cannonballing face-first onto the road. A few moments later, he said it again. “Ouch.”

Not grasping that this was the serendipitous fulfillment of my daydream where Jerry gets kicked in the face, instead of taking a moment to do a fist pump or let him suffer, I asked if he needed an ambulance. He didn’t answer at first. He just stared into space. I asked again and he said yes. I biked to the nearest farmhouse and called 911.

He almost didn’t survive the first night in the hospital. He’d broken several bones in his face and would have a web of scars around his mouth suitable for a supervillain for the rest of his life.

Mom and Grandma stayed up late, communicating with doctors and crying, not from sadness but from relief. They both realized by then that Jerry was someone to escape from, not empathize with. They wondered if this accident would bring some change. They laugh-cried, figuring God had punched Jerry right where he needed it—in his mouth, as if the Lord had sent him a message to give up both the brandy and the verbal abuse.

The accident, and the several weeks following when Jerry’s jaw was wired shut, forcing him to drink his brandy through a straw, gave Mom the courage to leave. We snuck away one day when he was out. She found a small house to rent in town, just off Main Street.

Jerry barricaded the farmhouse, preventing us from collecting the rest of our stuff. But the deed had been done. He was out of our lives. Years later, he would finally drink too much brandy, fall out of a canoe, and drown.

Finally freed except for sensible chores like taking out the trash and doing the dishes, my comedy exploded. I upped my Mail Tape production and invited Marcellus to Ellsworth a few times to draw cartoons with me and produce Cash Quiz 2.0 on cassette with upgraded production quality, courtesy of the sound-effect records I’d accumulated.

I drew an elaborate full-page comic with the character of Ultra Man, a superhero I didn’t realize had already been a mech-type character in a Japanese TV series in the ’60s. My Ultra Man was a bumbling character who had powers but was too lazy to use them. I thought the comic strip should be in newspapers.

The town of Ellsworth had only one newspaper, The Pierce County Herald. Its other paper, The Ellsworth Record, had gone out of business amid a grisly scandal a few years after we arrived in town. Their editor decided to run, on the front page, the unaltered photo of a beloved missing citizen’s dead corpse after it was found in the woods. There was no noble, Emmet Till–caliber reason for a shocking photo of his decaying face on page one. So, after the shock and outcry, that was the last issue of The Ellsworth Record.

I took Ultra Man to the town’s one print-media outlet left, the Herald. The editor was kind enough to explain that he didn’t see any place for my material in the newspaper. I was, however, able to ply my skills making promotional posters for the Tip Top Shop, an ice cream place in Ellsworth. I had an in. Grandma worked there.

Failing at comic strips for now, audio became my focus. Keith introduced me to his friend and classmate Peter Hilleren, whose parents lived in a Frank Lloyd Wright–style mansion with wrap-around windows that overlooked Lake Pepin. Peter, an overgrown kid whose wealthy parents and six much-older siblings doted on him as “the baby,” took advantage of his privileged station by procuring a state-of-the-art cassette recording system, microphones, movie soundtrack albums, and sound-effect records. On our first trip to his house, with my sound-effect records in tow, Peter and I nerded out on audio recording and the Foley arts, and the three of us became an unstoppable cassette-production powerhouse. We improvised all night and ended up with a show about a time-traveling dummy. Our second night at Peter’s, we improvised a show about an incompetent private eye in the 1940s named John Smith. Our stomachs ached with laughter as John Smith was hit over the head with one obvious clue after another but still blundered to the finish and botched the case.

To make the most of future visits to Peter’s recording studio in the clouds, Keith and I came prepared with scripts. We wrote a parody of Buck Rogers called Mr. Average, a regular Joe from the twentieth century who ends up in the twenty-fourth century. Buck Rogers never made sense to us. Why was he a hero? He was just an average guy in a different time. We wrote and produced several half-hour episodes of the series, my brother Alan starring as Mr. Average.

Another show we wrote was The Great Adventure, a parody of a genre that barely existed, that of privileged American plutocrats going on adventures to the far corners of the globe. It was a Zucker brothers–style joke fest packed with over-the-top madcap. Keith, Peter, and I played all the parts. John Williams’s Raiders of the Lost Ark music provided the score for the first episode, “The Amazon Adventure.” Laurence Rosenthal, with his music from Clash of the Titans, scored the next episode in the series: “The Himalayan Adventure.” In it, our heroes embark on a quest to have a picnic on the peak of Mount Everest.

We wrote and produced more episodes of John Smith, Private Eye, using brooding big-band jazz from Maynard Ferguson to set the mood for Smith’s Mickey Spillane–style narration.

Keith and I also met at my house and recorded a cassette full of short sketches inspired by Monty Python and SCTV.

Producing radio plays was the light of my life. But by then, Mom and Grandma had grown tired of being my only audience. And no one else was listening. Keith, Peter, and I enjoyed ourselves, but I hungered for the chance to produce comedy that other people—real audiences—might actually want.

In my language arts class, the teacher, Betty Even, assigned us the project of producing a commercial for a fake product as a way to understand how companies communicate with customers to sell products. The other students set up the video camera, which Mrs. Even had borrowed from the school’s AV club, and stood or sat behind a desk and pitched their products in one take. I stayed after school and turned the classroom into a TV studio. I cast the most telegenic and outgoing person in class, Stacy Fagerland, to be the on-camera spokesperson. I invented a laundry detergent called Zaz by making a color label and affixing it to a bottle of Tide. Stacy held it up, smiled, and demonstrated how it got whites whiter than white in a thirty-second parody commercial for the soap. I used music, lightning-fast edits, and wacky sound effects.

In computer class, I learned the computer language BASIC and stayed after school for many evenings designing a complex, multilevel video game on the school’s Apple IIe with animated graphics, an internal storyline, and interactive jokes. The computer’s capability was miraculous to me: sixteen colors and a screen resolution of 140 x 192 pixels, making each pixel approximately a half centimeter across. I programmed a little car that drove across the screen and encountered various roadside trouble, asking the player to choose multiple-choice solutions to each scenario. The teacher, Frank Brown, was not amused. A devout Christian who frequently quoted the Bible in class, he had it out for me after I told him it was probably illegal to quote the Bible in a public school.
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