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Soupy’s Scorecard


Over the years, I’ve worked a lot of different shows in a lot of different cities to a lot of different audiences. Sometimes my shows have confused people because the names have been the same, even though they might have been in different cities in different years at different times. Hell, sometimes I’m even confused myself. In any case, just so you can get a better handle on my career, I’ve decided to present you with this easy-to-read-chart of my television career.




Cincinnati


WKRC, a CBS affiliate


Soupy’s Soda Shop, 1950–1951, 5:30–6:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri.


Club Nothing, 1950–1951, 10:45 P.M.–12:00 A.M. Mon.–Fri.





Cleveland


WXEL, independent station


Soupy’s On 1951–1952, 11:30 A.M.–12:00 P.M., Mon.–Fri.




Detroit


WXYZ, an ABC affiliate


12 o’clock Comics, 1953, 12:30. 1:00 P.M. Mon–Fri.


Lunch With Soupy (the name of 12 o’clock Comics was changed to this name after a couple of months), 1953–1960. The name was changed to Breakfast with Soupy when, for a while, they changed the time of the show to 8:00 o’clock in the morning.


Soupy’s On, 1953 (a few months after I arrived at the station), 11:00–11:15 P.M. (after a few months the show was extended, running from 11:00–11:30 P.M.)


Soupy’s Ranch, 1955–1956, Wednesdays, 8:00 P.M.–9:00 P.M.





ABC-TV


The Soupy Sales Show (winter replacement for Kukla, Fran and Ollie), 1955, 7:00–7:15 P.M.


The Soupy Sales Show 1957–1960 12:00 P.M.–12:30 P.M., Saturdays.




KABC-Los Angeles


The Soupy Sales Show, 1961


The Soupy Sales Show, 1962, 7:30–8:00 P.M., Fridays.





WNEW-New York


The Soupy Sales Show, 1964–1966, various times, Mon–Fri. (syndicated show 1965–1966)




Syndicated Show


The New Soupy Sales Show, 1979, various times, Mon–Fri.








PART I


THE
EARLY
YEARS




Soupy Sez


Show me England being invaded by toads and I’ll show you a froggy day in London town.
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WHTN Radio publicity photo, Huntington, 1946.
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The Prince is Born and Not a Pie in Sight


Franklinton, NC, 1926–1933
Huntington, WV, 1934–1949


I got my genes from my grandmother. On her 76th birthday the doctor told her to run five miles a day. Now she’s 94 and we don’t know where the hell she is.


•  •  •


I guess I might as well start from the beginning, since starting anywhere else doesn’t make a whole lot of sense unless, of course, you’re reading this from back to front.


I was born in Franklinton, North Carolina—primarily because I wanted to be near my mother. Franklinton, which wasn’t far from Wake Forest University, was a small, sleepy town with a population of fifteen hundred, and that number never changed. Every time a baby was born, some guy left town. Coincidence? I don’t think so.


Being a small town, there wasn’t much to do around Franklinton, which probably explains why my mother gave birth four times—and not all of them were me. The first born, Marvin, died in childhood; then there was Leonard; followed a few years later by Jack, and then there was me, Milton, yes, Milton. Do you honestly think anyone would actually name their son, Soupy?—That name came later.


My parents, Irving and Sadie Supman, came to Franklinton after World War I and opened up a dry goods business called the Wonder Department Store—and if you’re wondering what dry goods are in relation to wet goods, you’re wondering the same thing as I am. And if you’re wondering why they wound up in Franklinton, so am I, because if it weren’t for bowling, Franklinton wouldn’t have had any culture at all.


My mother and father were both born in Baltimore, Maryland. In fact, they were both born on the same day, the Fourth of July, but my father was ten years older than my mother, so it wasn’t really the same day, was it? My mother was always bragging about the fact that both she and my father were July fourth, Independence Day babies and wasn’t that something special? Finally, one day when I was sick of hearing about it, I said to my mother, “Well, why didn’t you marry Louis Armstrong? He was also born on July fourth.”


When they met and got married, my father was working in Baltimore, but because his brother had a store in Raleigh, North Carolina, he decided to pack up and move down there to seek his fortune (the fame part was going to be left to me). Eventually, he moved to Franklinton and opened up his own store.


I arrived in the world on January 8, 1926, under the sign of Capricorn (I bet you thought I was going to say a stop sign, huh?). Nothing ever comes easy for Capricorns, or so I’m told, and this certainly turned out to be true for me. My brothers already had their nicknames in place when I made my appearance: Leonard was Hambone and Jack was Chickenbone, so the only thing left for me was Soupbone, which believe me, was a lot better than Milkbone. Besides, down south everyone pronounced our last name Soupman instead of Supman, so “Soupy” seemed very appropriate. I didn’t mind, just so long as they didn’t call me late for dinner.


I think growing up in the South affected my personality because I was brought up during a time when there was a lot of prejudice, much more than there is now, and being an observant kid, I couldn’t help but see what was happening around me. I believe that observing this and taking it in made me a much better person. Years later, when I read Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, I really identified with those kids in their innocence and their lack of prejudice, even as horrible things were taking place around them.


It was a time when the Ku Klux Klan was a dominant and deadly force in the South. Fortunately, they never bothered us—probably because my father was the one who sold them their sheets. They even invited him to join the Klan, but for obvious reasons he turned them down. Back then racism was an accepted way of life, simply part of the social fabric. As a young child, I was blissfully unaware of it—that is, until a horrifying event took place when I was about seven years old, the aftermath of which I’ll never forget. To this day, I still have nightmares about it.


Like most every public place in the south, the movie theater in town—the only movie theater in town, I should add—was segregated. Black people could attend, but they were made to sit upstairs in the balcony. One steamy summer night the manager, Mr. Brown, who lived in our neighborhood and had five daughters, discovered that a black gentleman was breaking the house rules by smoking during the show. When Mr. Brown ordered the man out of the theater, a violent altercation ensued, which wound up tragically with the black patron throwing Mr. Brown off the balcony to his death. Naturally, the patron was arrested and thrown in jail. But he never made it to court. A couple of days later, I was walking through the center of town and there he was, or what was left of him, hanging from a telephone pole for everyone to see. After they’d lynched him, the KKK had stuck a cigarette between his lifeless lips, just to get their point across in case anyone had missed it. This gruesome spectacle left an indelible, lifelong impression on me. I can still see that man swinging from that telephone pole with that cigarette butt dangling from his mouth, as vividly as if it all happened just last week.


In many ways, for those first years of my life, I led an idyllic childhood. In fact, if I had to choose just one memory to keep, even with all the success I’ve had, I think it would probably be a memory from childhood, especially a memory of me and my father, who died when I was very young.


One thing I got from my parents (other than my name, of course) is a love for others. They loved everybody and taught us to do the same. Even today, what with all I’ve been through, I think I’m still the same way. Another thing I inherited from my mother and father is a trusting nature, and I’m afraid that has caused some problems for me along the way. If I were asked what characteristic I would hope my two boys, Tony and Hunt, haven’t inherited from me, I would say the inclination to believe what everybody tells them. After all these years—finally—I’ve learned that you’ve got to have a healthy dose of skepticism to get along in the world.


My father died of tuberculosis when I was only five years old, so I hardly knew him, not only because he died so young, but also because he was always working long hours in the store, hardly ever around the house. In fact, sadly, I have only a few vague memories of him and, interestingly enough, all of them took place in his store. I remember one time my mother and I were going up to Raleigh for a birthday party and I was all dressed up and ready to go, waiting for my mother to get ready, and my father bent over, patted me on the head, and said gently, “Be a good boy, Soupy.” I looked up at him and said, “Okay.” And I was a good boy, at least for a while.


When my father passed away, he was only forty-one years old. Nobody came up to me and said, “Hey, your dad died.” I didn’t even get to go to the funeral. That just wasn’t the way they did things in those days. I guess they figured kids couldn’t handle death and so it was better just to ignore it and make believe that my father was just on a very, very long business trip. His death affected me very much, because after that, I didn’t really have much of a family life. He was buried in Baltimore, and that’s where my mother was buried, too, right beside him, when she died in 1970 at the age of seventy-four.


It wasn’t easy for my mother, bringing up three boys, but she did a damn good job of it. She was a strong woman and I probably inherited my sense of humor from her. I remember she’d come back from playing cards with her friends and she’d say to me, “Everyone says how funny I am,” and I’d say, “Okay, what did you say that was so funny?” She’d say, “I don’t know, but everybody said it was funny.” I guess I had to take her word for it.


About a year after my father died, when I was six years old, I made my stage debut playing the title role in my elementary school production of “Peter Rabbit.” It was, without doubt, the pivotal event of my life, because when I heard those two hundred or so people laughing and clapping when I made my grand entrance from a barrel and then sang a song, I felt like a bolt of lightening had struck me. To this day, I think that the thing that makes me happiest is the applause and laughter I get from an audience. And the thing that probably makes me unhappiest is the reality that you can’t work all of the time, which means that the applause and laughter is limited to the time you’re actually performing. I know all you amateur head shrinkers out there are probably nodding your heads and saying, “Well, that’s why he’s in show business today. He needs constant reassurance, constant demonstrations of love.” And the truth is, you may be right. I am a workaholic. But I also love to entertain people. I love to make them smile. And even if I’d listened to my parents and become an optician, I suspect I’d be a very funny one.


Anyway, I don’t know whether it was a message from God or not, but after that gig as Peter Rabbit, I said to myself, “Soupy, this is what you’re going to do with your life.” It’s weird, I know, because I was only six years old, and yet somehow I knew that entertaining people was going to be my life.


I once asked Frank Sinatra if talent was hereditary or a special individual God-given trait. He said, “Well, Soupy, your two brothers aren’t in show business.” He felt that people like us were put here on this earth to entertain people and make them happy. And listen, I wasn’t about to go up against Frank, or else I’d probably wind up being a right turn on Route 95.


Once my father died, I wound up spending a lot of time by myself. My brothers were older and, like most older siblings, didn’t pay too much attention to me. My mother, now the sole wage earner, spent most of her day working. My mother would leave the house at seven in the morning and come home at seven at night. On Saturdays, I’d go to the movies and spend the whole day there. I’d be half asleep when my mother would come and pick me up and take me home.


I loved the movies. They gave me a taste of what I thought my life was going to be like when I grew up. I was going to be a performer, just like those folks up on the silver screen, which was going to be a way for me to relate to other people. And, in my own small way, even as a child, that’s exactly what I did—perform.


•  •  •


Huntington has a great device for removing snow. It’s called July.


•  •  •


Our family remained in Franklinton for a few years after my father died, but it was rough on my mother, running the store alone and all. Eventually, she met a traveling salesman (not that traveling salesman) from West Virginia, named Felix Goldstein. They were married in 1934. He was much older than my mother and already had two sons, one of whom was a doctor and the other was studying to be a dentist.


After my mother remarried, we moved from Franklinton and settled in Huntington, West Virginia, the place I still think of as my hometown. I love the place. It’s where my roots are, where my first experiences in life were and my best friends still live. I grew up there and I plan to be buried there . . . when I die, of course. Before that would be a little premature, don’t you think?


I took to Huntington like a duck to water, and I guess Huntington took to me, too, because today the city is proud to claim me as one of their own. I know this is true because in the center of town, near the municipal complex, the town fathers erected and dedicated the Soupy Sales Plaza, where I still go once a year, usually in the month of June, to perform a free comedy and music show. At the same time, I get a chance to visit with the many friends I have who still live there. Even today, I have very strong emotional ties to Huntington. It doesn’t make any difference where I am or what I’m doing; when I think of home—and believe me, over the years I’ve had a lot of them—I think of Huntington. It’s where I spent the happiest years of my life, and sometimes I wake up and I just know I’ve got to go back there.


And yet, I think that growing up in a small town limited me somewhat in terms of my career. Perhaps it had something to do with being unprepared for the kinds of people I was going to meet in the business, the kinds of people who didn’t know how to be straight with you, the kinds of people whose only interest in you would be what you could do for them. I think the one thing I like least about show business is the fact that there are a lot of people in our business who do not stick up for, or try to help, other people in the business, whether they’re trying to get a break, climbing up the ladder, or having a difficult time. Throughout my career, I’ve tried to be as generous and kind as I possibly could to everyone. In fact—I know this sounds corny—but it’s the truth; my motto is, was, and always will be, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”


When I finally did get out into the world, the thing I remember being the most difficult for me was to adapt myself to people other than those I knew in my hometown. I mean, people in clubs and other cities in other areas of the country didn’t know me, and because they didn’t know me I had to make it solely on the basis of being a performer and entertaining them enough so that they would accept me.


I was very excited about moving, because where I’d come from the main street ran through a car wash. Now, in a bigger town, I figured there’d actually be things to do, places to see.


Charlie Cook, Soupy’s Childhood Friend:


Huntington really was a small town and this story kind of proves that. I remember one time Soupy was standing on the corner waiting for a bus. This was back in the early forties and we were just coming out of the Depression and there weren’t many cars around, so we rode the bus. Anyway, he’s standing there and a lady comes out of the house in front of which he was standing, comes over to him, and asks, “Are you Soupy?” And he says, “Yes.” She says, “Well, you’re wanted on the telephone.” And then she invites him inside. It was a friend of ours, Bill Young, who said, “Hey, where ya goin’?” “Downtown,” said Soupy. “Well, I’ll meet you down there.” Evidently, Bill, who was a little wacky himself, had called Soupy’s house and his mother had told him where Soupy was and he just found the woman’s name and number and called her up and described Soupy and asked her to look outside for him. What was really amazing was that the woman just let him in. But that’s just the way it was back in those days.


•  •  •


Huntington was always a very social town. They even had fraternities and sororities in high school. We had great dances and, unlike today when every day is casual Friday, everybody dressed up. We had great events like the Beau Brummel Ball, and places like Amsbary Johnson’s, Dunhill’s, Angel’s, and Foard & Harwood would donate clothes. Everybody would plan for months to go to the Beau Brummel Ball and nobody would tell anyone what they were going to wear.


All in all, those were terrific times back in Huntington, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything. And the friends I made back then are still very much in my life.


Charlie Cook:


Soupy and I both moved to Huntington when we were in the fourth grade, and we wound up living in the same neighborhood, so we became best friends. We went all through high school and a couple of years of college at Marshall together, and then I attended pharmacy school in Cincinnati while Soupy began his career in show business, which didn’t surprise me at all, considering some of the things we did when we were kids.


There are lots of stories I could tell about Soupy, but a few in particular stand out. One of them took place back in the early ’40s, around Christmastime. Soupy and I found we didn’t have any money, which wasn’t all that unusual for us, so, we came up with this scheme to have a turkey raffle. We had the tickets printed up and we talked the Clique Club at the high school into selling them for ten cents a chance to win a fifteen-pound turkey. We were going to have the drawing in the lobby of Frederick’s hotel, which was the biggest hotel in town, only we didn’t bother to inform the hotel that we were gonna do that. Well, Saturday morning comes and there’s a hotel lobby full of kids; gosh, we must have sold several hundred tickets, and when we drew the winning guy’s name we asked him if he wanted the turkey or the money prize, which we pegged at five dollars. He said, “You can’t buy a fifteen-pound turkey for five dollars.” And we said, “If it’s alive, you can.” He said, “I’m not taking a live turkey, I’ll take the five bucks.” We made about fifteen bucks apiece that day, and by the time the hotel figured out what was going on, we’d high-tailed it out of there.


•  •  •


Bill Cravens,
Chilhood Friend From Huntington:


Soupy moved into our neighborhood in the summer of 1934 and we became close friends, and our friendship lasted all through high school and college. In fact, I was best man at his first wedding.


I remember, when we were kids, maybe nine or ten years old, we used to put on shows for the neighborhood kids in his garage. I was the straight man and he was the comedian. We charged a penny and we even had a sideshow that we put on. We had one kid from the neighborhood, Otis Cavendish, who could drink down a bottle of pop without moving his Adam’s apple. He was quite a draw.


In high school Soupy used to send his joke material to comedians like Bob Hope and Red Skelton. I’m not sure he ever had anything purchased, but that didn’t stop him from sending them out anyway. He was also a big band expert to the point where he could tell you who played every instrument in every band.


I was also on the high school newspaper with him—and we both wrote about sports. I was on the basketball and track team and little Soupy was the track manager. One of his duties was to keep the broad-jump pit, which was filled with sawdust, all fluffed up so that the athletes wouldn’t hurt themselves. One time, during practice, Jack Jenkins, the star broadjumper, broke his ankle and the coach blamed it on poor Soupy for not keeping that pit properly fluffed up. The track team would travel to other schools for meets and Soupy and I had this special sign language thing so that in the car we’d be laughing all the time, till it came to a point where the coach wanted to throw us out of the car.


•  •  •


I was an inveterate class cutup, but I don’t think you could consider me the class clown. If you ask me, I just think I had a little more personality than most people. And maybe that’s why I was voted the most popular kid in school. Or maybe it was all those free sodas I handed out to the voters. Okay, why beat around the bush? I guess I was a pretty funny guy for around there—after all, we’re talking about Huntington, West Virginia, which isn’t exactly Las Vegas, is it? But, let’s face it, if you look like I did then you had to be funny. Speaking of looks, someone once asked me if there was a physical feature I would change and I said, yes, I would like to have another nose—not two noses, just another one other than the one I have.


I also played a few pranks that got me a little attention (sometimes more than a little). For instance, I once gradually whittled down the bottoms of two canes that were used by one of the older teachers at school until one afternoon the guy ran screaming into the hall, “I’m taller! I’m taller!” But of course, there were other stories about me that floated around that weren’t true. For instance, no matter what anyone says I never did try to get a goat onto the roof of the high school—although I did try to get a couple of girls to go up there with me.


Bill Cravens:


Soupy was well-known among the kids at school. He was popular and a good dancer. As teenagers, Soupy and I used to double-date all the time, and I recall one night we stayed up all night trying to list all the girls we’d dated. I believe we came up with over 100 different girls, and since I used to have a steady girl most of the time, most of the girls on the list were Soupy’s.


I remember one night we were on a double-date and after we did whatever we’d do—go to a movie, go dancing, whatever—we’d go over to the park for some, uh, extracurricular activities. The girl he was with didn’t want to go. She said she didn’t feel that well. Anyway, after we’d finish over in the park, we’d usually go to get something to eat. But this time, it was obvious that we were taking this girl home, and so she said, “Aren’t we going to get something to eat?” And Soupy said, “If you’re too sick to neck, you’re too sick to eat.”


•  •  •


Like most kids, I was movie mad, and during those early days I became a lifelong aficionado of the western serials, especially those starring Buck Jones, Bob Steele, and Johnny Mack Brown. But from the movies I also absorbed some of the influences that would shape my comedic style as an adult: the anarchic mayhem of the Marx Brothers and, in particular, the zany slapstick antics of the Ritz Brothers, especially Harry Ritz, who was the leader of the trio. And then there were Laurel and Hardy, who also had a big influence on me. I especially admired the physicality of the Marx Brothers and the Ritz Brothers. Physical comedy was always appealing to me because I was feeling very physical in those days and, when you think about it, this was and is a very physical country (and, if you recall, a good deal of my comedy had a physical component to it—I was always moving around, sliding back and forth, falling down).


The movies were pretty much it in terms of entertainment. Certainly, there were no nightclubs in North Carolina or West Virginia. And in those days, it seemed to us that nobody went into show business unless you lived in New York or Hollywood, or maybe in Chicago, which played a big part in the early days of both radio and television. But it’s different today. You can be in Youngstown, Ohio, or Kalamazoo, Michigan, and find a comedy club to work in. They’re everywhere. Nick’s grocery store, down the street, is featuring the hottest comic in town. And Tony, the town barber, tells a pretty mean joke, too.


Once I entered high school, I started to channel my performing urges by appearing in plays and, because I loved music, especially the big bands, I even took up the clarinet. But I didn’t really like to practice—I was much too busy doing other things—which meant that I wasn’t going to grow up to be Benny Goodman (or even play him in the movies—that was left to Steve Allen).


So it was in high school that I really started to get interested in performing and I fell in love with standup comedy. Of course, I had no idea how to write an act, so I got my routines from books, like the ones Bob Hope used to come out with. I’d take jokes from those books and create a routine for myself—okay, so I’d steal bits, but that’s the way I learned timing and delivery, by reading those books, listening to the radio, and going to movies. I even remember a couple of the first jokes I ever told. I’d stand up there and I’d say, “My mother and father are in the iron and steel business. My mother irons and my father steals.” And here’s another one: “I was the teacher’s pet—she couldn’t afford a dog.” People would laugh, and that, of course, just encouraged me to do more of it. It also gave me the confidence I needed once it came time to take my act on the road.


Betty ann Keen,
Childhood Friend From Huntington:


Soupy and I went to school together from the time we were in first grade all the way through high school. And you know, when I take a look back at those early school pictures and I see his face I have to laugh because I see that even back then he looks just like a little Soupy.


Soupy and I shared an interest in show business, although the difference between us was I didn’t want to be in it, I just adored it, and Soupy always wanted to be a part of it. We were both fans of the big bands and of the kind of music they played. I remember, we had a friend who had a vast record collection, with all the music of the day, and Soupy was so in awe of that. He really knew his music, then and now. In fact, we formed a fan club for the Jerry Wald Orchestra—he was a clarinetist in the 1940s, which, since that’s the instrument Soupy played, was probably one of the reasons he had an affinity for him. Soupy and I became the National president and vice president, but of course that was because there was no one else in the fan club.


When Soupy went on to Detroit and had his TV show, I kind of lost track of him. He was just someone I would see on television, someone I used to know, but when he came back to Huntington for a high school reunion a few years ago, we picked up our friendship just where we left off. We had so many laughs and so much fun. It wasn’t until he actually got off the plane that I realized I hadn’t seen him in so many years and I wondered if he’d remember me. Of course, he did. He remembers everybody. He really puts himself out there and for whatever reason—it’s genuine, no one could exhaust themselves so much and show such care for people and places if they didn’t genuinely have this feeling of affection.


I remember another time my husband and I went up to New York for a visit and we met up with Soupy. We were walking down the street and, believe it or not, all the hookers came out of the woodwork, saying, “Hi, Soupy.” “Hi, Soupy.” I turned to him and said, “Soupy, how do they all know you so well?” We all had a good laugh about that one.


•  •  •


During those high school years, besides trying to perform as much as I could, I also wrote for the school newspaper, reviewing movies and bands, things like that. I was very serious about those reviews because the movies were serious business to me. I took to journalism in a big way, especially sports writing, and when I applied to college I planned to major in journalism. But in fact, I was just biding time, because I knew newspapermen didn’t make any money. Show business was what I really loved—being on stage and having people applaud and laugh at me. But I believe that if I hadn’t gotten into show business, and if I couldn’t have become a cowboy like my childhood heroes, then I probably would have ended up as a writer.


In 1943, I graduated Huntington High and then enrolled in Marshall College, now Marshall University. The commute was pretty easy, since the campus was right there in Huntington. At Marshall, I was known as “Suppy” Supman and I soon got a job writing for the Parthenon, the student newspaper. I was assigned to cover intramural sports, but I kept skipping the events and instead went dancing at the Shawkey Student Union, where I’d pass through, grab a quick dance, and then go to class. It wasn’t long before they caught on to me at the paper and I was fired by the sports editor, Ernie Salvatore, who told me I was spending too much time delivering punch lines and not enough time collecting bylines.


But there were no hard feelings and later Ernie hired me back, and he and I teamed up to do a radio show. Ernie was the straight man and I did the jokes. As Ernie once said, “Soupy was always cracking me up. He was crazy.” And I guess I was.



Erine Salvatore,
College Friend, and a Reporter For
The Herald Dispatch For 50 Years:


I met Soupy right after the war, when I returned to college. Actually, I caught up to Soupy and his group, because they were really just starting school.


What I remember most about Soupy was that he had a great head of hair and he was always “on.” You could always find him over at the student union telling jokes, dancing—he was a great fan of swing dancing in those years.


He was a very good friend of my wife-to-be, whose name was Joanne Pinckard. Actually, she and Soupy even dated a few times. I remember once Soupy was on a date with Joanne, whose father was the Sunday editor over at the paper. It was a foursome and the other fellow, Jimmy Woods, drove Soupy over to Oakwood Road in Huntington to drop him off at Joanne’s house, while the other guy was going to get his date and then come back and pick up Soupy. Well, Soupy knocked on the door, someone answered it and he was invited to come inside. So, he sits there in the living room, chatting with the guy and time goes by, maybe fifteen minutes. And finally, the fellow says, “Gee, I wonder what’s keeping Elaine?” Soupy says, “Wait a minute, isn’t this Joanne Pinckard’s house?” The fellow says, “No, Joanne lives across the street.”


So, Soupy went over there late and Joanne was livid.


Soupy was a writer on the staff of the Parthenon, the student newspaper, and I was the sports editor. Unfortunately, he was sometimes late getting his copy in. Every time I tried to find him he’d be over at the student union doing one of his standup routines or dancing. I remember one day we had words in the Exchange room, which is where we’d go to take a look at the newspapers from all over the country. I was tired of getting his copy late, so I finally blew up and said, “Dammit, Soupy, you’re fired.” He said, “You can’t fire me. Only Virginia Lee can fire me.” Virginia was the faculty advisor of the paper. He was so mad. He was stomping around the room, waving his arms. So I guess you could say that this was the day that I got my first look at White Fang. Of course, after a while everyone cooled off and within ten days he was hired back onto the staff.


Soupy and I also did a radio show together on the campus station. It was a news show that was broadcast once a week from the student union. In those days instead of cutting tape they made kind of a record of it, what I think they used to call an electrical transcription. The show was done in three parts. The first part was the campus news, Soupy had the middle of the show—I had the end of the show—a five-minute sports bit. During his portion, which was a half hour show, Soupy told jokes, and did all sorts of crazy things, and I think he may have played records as well. I could hear it all when it was played on the downtown radio station the next day, which believe me, was quite a thrill.


Through Soupy I was able to audition for a local radio station, but I realized that that wasn’t my bag. I do remember that oftentimes, during the handover, when the show was handed over from Soupy to me, I would be so busy laughing at what he’d just done that I could hardly pull myself together. And it didn’t even have to be something he said. Mostly, I just cracked up looking at him. At the time he had this facial expression, his face was pulled down and his eyes were looking up, that was just hysterically funny.


I remember a particular incident that occurred at our senior dance, which took place at the Dreamland, a public pool in a town adjacent to Huntington. It was a beautiful spot, built into a hillside, and the pool itself was just enormous. Anyway, at that time West Virginia was a semi-dry state, which meant that you had to pack your own liquor. So, naturally, we had brought our own supply. Well, the band was playing and I remember that the bandleader, whom Soupy knew somehow, would come down during every break and would drink our liquor. Finally, Soupy made some kind of witty, smart remark to him. But we thought it was all pretty funny.


Soupy was always a lot of fun to be around. He seemed to be in perpetual motion, even when he was standing still. He was very polite, but if you gave him the chance he was always “on.” He’d be out there in the middle of the floor dancing and telling jokes. But he also had his serious side—we all did. Most of us, having grown up during the Depression, were driven, very ambitious, and Soupy, for all his easygoing attitude, was still a very serious guy. But he was also and still is, a very sensitive, emotional person who attaches a great deal of value to friendships. Whenever he’s down here visiting, which used to be three or four times a year, he loves to go down and visit old places. For instance, he’ll go over to Eleventh Avenue and stand outside the house where he grew up, but will not go inside. I know for a fact that people who’ve lived there have invited him in, but he won’t go. He wants to remember it the way it was when he lived there.


There’s still a group down here that’s very close. Now, whenever Soupy comes down we’ll have reunions at a restaurant or often at people’s houses. The Marshall School of Journalism had a roast for me to raise money for the j-school, which has turned out some very prominent journalists, and Soupy agreed to emcee the roast. He threatened to “burn me at the stake.” As I said, he’s very sensitive and emotional about his past, so he was anxious to help out, to do something for his old school. We raised twenty thousand dollars for the school, and all Soupy got out of it was a chance to go on the local radio station, which actually meant that he got absolutely nothing for doing it.


•  •  •


Occasionally, I was inspired to take my antics off the radio airwaves and directly onto campus. One day, on the way to catch a Marshall basketball game, I noticed a dead pigeon lying in the street. Suddenly, an idea occurred to me and I picked it up and put it in my pocket. In those days, there was no buzzer, so at the end of the first half the referee would always fire off a blank pistol, pointed up in the air, toward the rafters. So, that day, when the ref fired his pistol, I lobbed that dead pigeon high into the air. My aim was pretty good, because it eventually fell right at the referee’s feet. The ref stared at the dead pigeon, then at his gun, then at the rafters. The crowd went crazy.


Another time, I was in class with the celebrated journalism professor W. Page Pitt—for whom the university has now named a school of journalism and mass communications—when he challenged us to come up with a story in less than an hour about a brutal murder that happened in Milton involving a guy who had butchered his wife with an ax. Pitt handed out an eight-by-ten-inch glossy photo of the murder victim. I remember some girls were practically fainting, others almost throwing up. I took a look at that photo and said simply, “The story’s easy. She’s got a splitting headache.” Pitt glared at me and then shouted, “Get out of here.” I guess that was my first bad review.
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