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To those who are encountering Norman for the first time, I hope you will be captivated and inspired by his remarkable life and times.




To all who knew Norman, I hope this will remind you of all the special times you had with him and fill in some of the backstory you perhaps never knew.




Last but not least, to his grandchildren—Alexa, Drew, Nicholas, Julia, and Oliver—Norman has left you a wonderful legacy that you are all emulating in your own distinctive ways.
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I have never known anyone who was so eager, so interested, or so positive.

—Kim Novak











Foreword


by David Geffen

It may have just been just a job for Norman Brokaw when he joined the mailroom at William Morris—but because of him and his vision, he paved the way for so many of us. He was a pioneer.

Norman’s success had many facets; the most valuable was the importance of nurturing relationships. You only needed to watch to understand why many of his clients stayed with him for decades. He made a difference in people’s lives because he believed in talent and invested in us, whether we were entry-level or accomplished. He always looked for ways to be of help with joy and enthusiasm, expecting nothing in return. That was only part of the reason he rose from the mailroom to the boardroom and remained at the same company for over sixty years.

Norman is a pioneer because he recognized opportunities and wasn’t afraid to explore possibilities that none of his colleagues had previously dared pursue. His early mentors saw his creativity and encouraged him; it emboldened him to not be limited by conventional thinking in how to best serve his clients, his company, and, consequently, the entertainment industry.

Norman was the last of a dying breed, but his way of free thinking, loyalty, and care for others has value. With his story we have one more chance to learn from a pioneer.











Chapter 1



Silver Frames

In July 1943 a sixteen-year-old boy named Norman Brokaw bought himself a necktie, a couple of white shirts, and a dress suit to be paid off in installments. Multiple tragedies had struck his family, and new responsibilities now fell on his shoulders. So he prepared himself to take advantage of an exceptional opportunity: to become the very first mailroom trainee for the West Coast William Morris Agency office, a place where so many legendary Hollywood moguls would later get their start. It would be the very last job interview he would ever do.

Much of what came to be known as American popular culture had its epicenter at William Morris, and Norman’s fingerprints can be found on most of it during the second half of the twentieth century. “So why haven’t we heard of him before,” many people might ask. The simple answer is that it was the way he liked it. Being famous was solely for those he represented. Self-promotion served only one in-house purpose for him: to reinforce to clients new and old that they had made the right choice in entrusting him with their careers. Throughout the decades, he had many offers for more lucrative and powerful positions in the industry (including heading a major film studio) but always declined. He truly loved being an agent, and his clients and coworkers were cherished family. He could have excelled as a salesman of any commodity, but nothing was as exciting and fulfilling to him as nurturing the talent in people.

Kim Novak was not alone in seeing something special in this dark-haired, tanned, well-groomed and enthusiastic young man who stood five feet, five inches tall in his dress shoes. The others included Marilyn Monroe, Elvis, Natalie Wood, Loretta Young, Clint Eastwood, Danny Thomas, Barbara Stanwyck, Dick Van Dyke, Susan Hayward, Berry Gordy, Bill Cosby, Donna Summer, Brooke Shields, plus many more. With the emergence of broadcast television as the most powerful medium of the twentieth century, Norman’s pioneering role was a showcase of his own artistry and creativity. And he singlehandedly pioneered agency representation of politicians and athletes when he signed up President Gerald Ford and his family as they were exiting the White House and Olympic champion swimmer Mark Spitz fresh from his seven gold medals in the Munich games.
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Norman at entry level, eager and enthusiastic


“He was agent, manager, accountant, lawyer, bookkeeper, psychiatrist, all of those things,” explained legendary producer George Schlatter, creator of Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, the most popular television show in America in the late 1960s. “The door was always open, and you walked in there with a problem and usually came out with an answer.”

Toward the tail end of his career, Norman hardly had to open his mouth for any visitor to understand that he was a person of accomplishment. His office did all the talking. Photographs mounted on the walls or placed on tabletops could tell his story much faster than any spoken word. Whether they were of Hollywood’s top leading ladies or men or presidents of the United States, many were personally inscribed with messages of gratitude and appreciation. In addition, there were personal letters and newspaper articles that offered more details if the visitor had the time to study them. Most were adorned with silver frames to give equal weight and prominence to their contents.

Behind every good joke there often lurks a hidden truth if one looks hard enough. Such was the nature of one of the objects on display in Norman’s welcoming and tastefully decorated office. On one of the tabletops was a hardbound book. On its glossy dust jacket was a portrait of Norman, in bold letters was written the title, A Talent for People, and, below that, his name as author.

Sometimes people flaunt their success because of a deep down, hidden insecurity. This was not the case with Norman. He was completely comfortable in his own skin. But appearances mattered to him. Being impeccably well dressed and having a well-appointed office served a higher purpose: Important people wanted their affairs to be handled by someone of equal bearing.
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The book that was not meant to be


Beyond the exteriors, Norman had a natural sense of curiosity. Whether you were a client or just an average passerby, he wanted to get your story. True to the title of the book, he could smell talent in anyone within thirty seconds, and he knew from lifelong experience how small gestures of encouragement could lead to greater things. His enthusiasm, sincerity, positive thinking, and passion could be infectious.

One day, one of his younger colleagues, Adam Novak, was waiting in his office to follow up on a matter with him. As Norman finished a call, Adam noticed A Talent for People on the table. It was in his hands as Norman turned to speak with him.

“Mr. Brokaw, how come all the pages in this book are blank?”

“The book came from Warner Books. They wanted me to fill in those blank pages for seven figures. I turned them down.”

“You turned them down?”

“That’s right. I told Warner Books, ‘My story is still being written!’”

As good pranks often get repeated, Norman got a laugh out of the perplexed looks on people’s faces when they opened that book, according to his longtime assistant, Mary Feinberg.

The reality was that the publisher could have offered him eight figures and the pages would have remained blank. He had many stories to tell, but sharing them felt like a betrayal of trust. And God forbid there should be any pressure by the publisher to air gossip and dirty laundry to promote book sales. Norman placed all his clients, whether superstars or not, on a high pedestal. There was no payday high enough to throw anyone under the bus.

Repeated encouragement from others finally led to the day a decade later, in the mid-2000s, when he decided to start getting his story down on paper. Having me, his youngest son, help him with the process was giving him some measure of comfort. Nevertheless, he read over the few pages I had compiled for him literally dozens of times up, down, and sideways to remove any shadow of a doubt that anything negative about a client had slipped through. Mary Feinberg could not recall more than a handful of times he had said something bad about a client over the decades she worked for him. And it was understood that it was completely off-the-record and not to go further.

In our taped interviews, Norman proved to be a great storyteller but a highly reluctant one. But it was painfully clear that we had started the process too late. I had asked him to elaborate on an incident he had told me some time before. He no longer had any memory of it. The storyteller was falling silent, but the story still begged to be told.











Chapter 2



Velvet and Lace

One constant in all the homes Norman lived in during his life was the place of prominence given to the framed portrait of his mother’s family. Pictured were an adult couple and three children, all dressed in nineteenth-century ethnic peasant garb—more specifically Ukrainian in all the details, although they identified as Russian and Yiddish-speaking. The family had roots in Poltava and Kharkiv in Ukraine.

As a small child, I was completely captivated by this beautifully hand-colorized photograph. The handsome faces, the intricate laces and floral patterns on their clothing, the silky velvets, shiny leather boots, and Cossack fur hats spoke to a more exotic world than San Fernando Valley suburbia. I fantasized about traveling in a time machine to the 1890s and spending time with them.

As I grew older, this side of the family continued to fascinate me, wishing that I could have listened to their stories from their lips. The only one I knew was my grandmother Marie, but my memories are very hazy, as she died when I was about four years old. Norman was no great help in retrieving family history for reasons not entirely his own fault. As was customary during that time, many new immigrants wanted their children to become assimilated Americans as quickly as possible, so the language and culture of the Old Country and corresponding personal history were not eagerly passed down. Anti-Semitism and the deadly pogroms of Russia and Eastern Europe they were escaping make this intention more understandable.
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The Hydes: Rosa and Nicholas with children Victor, Nettie, and Marie


When this part of the family (including three additional children not pictured in the portrait) stepped off the boat from Hamburg onto the docks in Philadelphia in 1898, they were hardly peasants. The rustic clothing was not their everyday wear but stage wardrobe they donned while performing at the top theaters in Europe—and the aforementioned photo was no doubt used to promote their appearances. Norman’s mother, Marie, his uncle Johnny, along with their sisters, Nettie and Olga, brothers, Alex and Victor, and their parents, Nicholas and Rosa, soon gained notoriety as the first Russian acrobatic dance troupe to appear on the American vaudeville stage. An article in the Boston Herald referred to them as “The Imperial Russian Troupe of dancers,” reporting that “The Hyde (children) were born in St. Petersburg and began dancing in public as mere children. They have appeared before the Czar of Russia, President Faure of France, King Edward, and other great ones of Europe.”

Upon arrival in America, the family name was Americanized from the foreign-sounding Haidabura to Hyde. But they retained the old name professionally. Acts imported from Europe were a popular novelty at the time, and “The Haidabura Troupe” had a more exotic ring to it. A young American theatrical agent who had just opened his own company was responsible for bringing them over. His name was William Morris.

The Haidaburas were an instant success and played all the important theater circuits. A reviewer from the Norfolk Weekly New Journal published on January 10, 1902, wrote: 

A novel and interesting feature of the entertainment given by W. S. Cleveland’s “tip top” minstrel and “polite” vaudeville show this season is the act of the Haidabura family. This has been the feature of a long run at the Wintergarten, Berlin, and the Folies Bergère, Paris, where it won great renown and much favorable notice, being new, interesting and the only kind in the world. They reproduce the fetes and dances of the lower Russias in the bright, picturesque costumes of the Russian peasants. Their vocal numbers are a revelation to the musical people of Europe and America, but it is their wonderful dancing that the most commend them to notice. The peculiarly pretty and graceful steps of the ladies and the wonderful dexterity and agility of the men were the sensation of the amusement season in Chicago, where they appeared in conjunction with the Cleveland shows. Mr. Cleveland’s European representative secured a long contract with this great act and being under his exclusive management and the only act of the kind in the world. it will never be seen in America excepting in connection with one of his shows.


Time marched on, and with the children all grown up, Nicholas disbanded the troupe in 1914. Some of them continued in various aspects of the performing arts. Forming a duo with Nettie, Victor later became a producer and impresario of vaudeville and circus acts, as well as a teacher of Russian dance. Alex was regarded as a highly accomplished violinist and bandleader. Under the umbrella of Paul Whiteman, the Alex Hyde Orchestra played a major part in the wave of the popularization of jazz as a serious art form. They were a sensation in America and Europe (including Berlin’s cabaret scene) in the 1920s and recorded on Deutsche Grammophon. Later, he put together the first all-female jazz orchestra, much like what was later portrayed in the film Some Like It Hot. Since he spoke German, Alex was also hired by the Hollywood film studios in the early 1940s as a liaison to help refugee German film composers (like Franz Waxman and Erich Korngold) escaping from the Nazis adjust to life in America and integrate into the industry.

Thanks to Marie, Johnny Hyde got a job on the business end of show business as an assistant booking manager of the Loews Vaudeville Circuit. As a child, Marie had learned English the fastest and consequently managed a lot of the bookings for the troupe. Those long-standing connections with the agencies made it possible to get her brother the job.

Years later, he rose to the top and ran the William Morris talent agency alongside Norman’s later mentor, Abe Lastfogel, working at the very company that had brought him to America as a child. When he first started out there, he represented the top stage attractions of the day: Al Jolson, Eddie Cantor, the Marx Brothers, the Ritz Brothers, and George Jessel. As Hollywood movies and radio took precedence over live vaudeville theater, he moved west from New York to head the Beverly Hills office. His stellar client list included Mae West, Bob Hope, Lana Turner, Rita Hayworth, Betty Hutton, Mickey Rooney, Amos ’n Andy, Tallulah Bankhead, Linda Darnell, and other A-listers of that era. Without question, what made Johnny Hyde a great agent was a product of his upbringing in a show business family—and the same can later be said for Norman.

While her brothers continued to work in show business, Marie got married and preceded to have seven children: six boys, of whom Norman was the youngest, and one daughter, who died in infancy. Her husband, Isidore Brokaw, was also Russian-born, a lawyer by profession who made a fortune in real estate in New York in the 1920s.

The Brokaws (or Avreshcovs, as they were called in the old country) had arrived in New York from Odessa and Bobrynets around 1890, when Isidore was around four years old. His parents, David and Rose Brokaw, produced a total of nine children: four boys and five girls. They were more of an average Jewish immigrant family than were the famous Haidaburas, hardworking people who applied their trade as milliners who made and sold hats on 38th Street in New York. As the years went on, they prospered from owning their own businesses.

Isidore was the only member of the Brokaw family to become truly wealthy. In 1929 his estate was said to be worth about $2 million; the equivalent value nearly a hundred years later would be at least $60 million (some comparison indexes go as high as $100 million). He had sizable property holdings and maintained a large office with lawyers, real estate managers, and insurance people working for him.

On Sundays he would send his chauffeured limousine to pick up one of his brothers or sisters and their spouses to go out to dinner and see the new bill at the Palace Theater. That side of the family was very tightly knit. With Isidore as the lone exception, the Brokaw brothers and sisters would pack up their respective children each summer for six weeks to escape the heat of the city, staying at a Catskill Mountains resort or a hotel at the beach in Far Rockaway. The men would take the train up from the city on Friday and return to the run their businesses on Monday.

Isidore did not need to go on those summer trips because the life he created for his family in Larchmont, New York, was as good if not better than any resort. Sixteen-millimeter home movies from the late 1920s document the family’s enclave of privilege. The films show a large gabled manor home with spacious gardens. Luxury automobiles driven by the parents and their older kids are seen coming and going. Isidore is shown returning from work in his suit and tie and overcoat with a velvet collar. Rolling up his shirtsleeves, he is quickly recruited for a game of touch football on the massive lawn. Marie drives up in her Lincoln sedan, dressed elegantly in a flapper-style hat, frock dress, and expensive jewelry. A governess hands Norman over to her, and he sits for a moment on her lap, grabbing the steering wheel. Several months later he is shown as a two-year-old holding a golf putter and playing on the backyard miniature golf course. In that same film roll, he is filmed discreetly urinating on the trunk of a tree.

Other clips show the oldest brother, Sidney, an accomplished violinist, clowning like a slapstick comedian at the beach and flirting with the bathing beauty flappers with his fellow band members (who would all soon be well known as the Ozzie Nelson Orchestra). There’s footage of the next-oldest brother, Irving, graduating from the New York Military Academy at Cornwall-on-Hudson in full dress uniform. Another brother, the teenaged Donnie, wearing one of those old-fashioned tank-top bathing suits, executes a perfect dive off a high board into the swimming pool. Dinnertime, attended to by cook and maid, shows Isidore at the head of the large family table eating in an elegant but somewhat self-conscious manner, knowing that the newfangled film camera was focused on him.

Norman’s parents had met as teenagers and were married when his father was twenty-two and his mother was eighteen. From large families on both sides, they quickly had five boys. My mother wished for a girl, and on the sixth attempt got what she wanted; she declared she was done with childbearing, or so she thought. One day she went into the city to do some shopping and left her infant daughter, Barbara, in the care of the governess. It was a sunny but cold winter day. The governess wanted to take her lunch break and considered taking the baby upstairs to the sunroom to nap. Instead, she bundled the baby up in the carriage and took her outside to the garden. She used some ribbons to tie the baby’s hands down for a few minutes until she returned from her break, probably to prevent the baby from lifting herself and falling out of the carriage. But when the governess came back out, the baby was lying lifeless in her carriage. Apparently, she had tried to turn and had strangled herself in a tangle of ribbons and blankets. Marie returned from her shopping trip to a devastating tragedy. On April 21, 1927, Norman was born—an attempt to restore joy to a grieving family.
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Marie Brokaw and her sons (seated left to right: Lenny, Marie, Norman, Eddie, and Sidney; standing left to right: Donnie and Irving)


The details of Barbara’s tragic death were not common knowledge to Norman, or so it appeared. The truth came out when my father put me in touch with his older cousin Mildred Libby (from the Brokaw side) as part of the research for his aborted memoir. She was seven years older than he, and although she was well into her nineties when I phoned her, her memory was sharp as a tack; she spoke with such vivid detail, like it all had happened yesterday. After our conversation, I had to break the news to Norman that Barbara’s passing was not a case of sudden infant death syndrome, as had long been assumed, but a horrible accident. Mildred recalled how devastated Marie was and how Isidore, who had a delightful and happy personality, was never the same person afterward. Naturally, such a horribly painful event was rarely if ever spoken about again in the family. So it was news to Norman when I told him about it some eighty years after the fact.

I thought he might become emotional, since it was the event responsible for his very conception. But he was silent and pensive for a few seconds. “Huh, isn’t that something,” he finally said. It will always be a mystery to me what he was thinking. Maybe it wasn’t such a surprise to him. Given how generally tightlipped he was about his childhood, he possibly knew all along but didn’t want to let on, but that’s anyone’s guess. Perhaps it was the elder’s voice of reason of someone who had seen it all, resigned to such tragedies as a fact of life.











Chapter 3



Paradise Lost

How tempting it is to look back at pivotal moments early on in a life and conclude that the die was cast. We all want logical explanations behind our patterns of behavior and resulting actions. Some of the answers can be so blaringly simple, staring us right in the face, while others are convoluted enigmas that will never be solved. We want things to make sense, for all the dots to be conveniently connected, so we can come a little closer to justifying our place in a chaotic world.

The conversation I had with Mildred was insightful not only for the facts she revealed but also for something more qualitative. There was no one else left on the planet who could tell me what Norman was like as a child. From her glowing account, he was someone who lit up a room with his presence—a beloved, happy, and fun kid. There is not much more a child can ask for than to be adored as much as Norman was. True, he was a replacement and carried the emotional charge of his parents’ recent trauma, a projection of their gratitude and natural phobia of history repeating itself. And being the last of the large litter, he basked in being the center of attention, demonstrated so vividly in those home movies shot in the late 1920s and early 1930s. As he grew older, Norman loved going on outings with his father, especially to Coney Island, either to Feltman’s (the inventor of the hot dog) or its upstart competitor, Nathan’s.

Slowly but surely, Norman’s seemingly carefree life imploded. The first blow came early. The paradise-like idyll so evident in the home movies proved to be as unstable as the decaying nitrate stock of the original footage on which it was shot. With the stock market crash of 1929, Isidore’s great wealth began to wither away. The house in Larchmont was soon gone, as were all the automobiles, the serving staff, and all the other trappings of luxury that coddled Norman as an infant. The family moved to an apartment in Manhattan at 949 West End Avenue.

It wasn’t all gloom. During the mid-1930s Norman still took piano lessons from a teacher in a nearby apartment building. It was part of the family culture that when company came, someone would say, “Let’s have a song,” and the youngest child would be expected to play. With the piano lessons, his prowess as a dealmaker was already starting to show itself. He purposely got Marie to time the lesson with another event. It must have looked strange to see him going off to a piano lesson with a baseball glove and ball in hand. At that hour, afternoon games at Yankee Stadium would usually be over and the piano teacher’s neighbor would be coming home. The person Norman would ask to play catch with him first called him “Sonny,” but as it became a repeat ritual, he would soon call him “Normie.” The man was Lou Gehrig.

Norman also honed his craft at school at PS 54. He convinced his teacher and the principal that it was a Jewish holiday and that he should be excused from school for observance. He was so convincing that he told the rest of the kids to take the day off too, which they did. The thrill of that successful negotiation was short-lived once his deception was uncovered and he was punished.

To help the family, he got a job at the Pennsylvania Drug Company in New York, delivering prescriptions for a nickel a piece. His mother came into the store one day and saw that he was wrapping a box of Kotex. She prudishly told his boss, “He’s too young to be doing that!” On a good week, he made ten dollars, which he handed over to his mother. He also made some money taking back milk drink bottles to the grocery store for deposit. With that change, he would go on his own to the Riverside Theatre to see the talent shows on Sunday afternoon. He saw Ella Fitzgerald sing her big breakthrough hit song “A-Tisket, A-Tasket” with the Chuck Webb Orchestra at the Loews State Theater on Broadway and Mickey Rooney or Judy Garland over at the Strand. He might have been only eleven years old or so, but he made up his mind that this was where he wanted to be—far more exciting than what the retail drugstore business had to offer.

Marie started her own business, the Ladies Athletic Club, at the Park Central Hotel, a health spa and gym that was certainly ahead of its time. A lot of show business celebrities like Sophie Tucker and Fanny Brice, who she encountered when she was a performer years earlier, were her clients. She was working there in the summer of 1940 when she got the phone call that Isidore had suffered a heart attack. Norman was down in Atlantic City visiting his brother Eddie, who had a summer job on the Boardwalk. He was staying with him on a pull-out bed in a basement room that was as tiny as a jail cell. They got the phone call and rushed home. Two days later, Isidore passed away at age fifty-five. Cardiovascular disease ran in both sides of the family, and tobacco use along with generally unhealthy diets didn’t help matters. Mildred speculated that the grief over Barbara’s death played a far larger part in Isidore’s decline than the stress over the family’s lost fortune. Marie sold her last piece of jewelry to pay for the funeral. Norman was fourteen years old and devastated.
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Norman’s first job, at the Pennsylvania Drug Company
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Isidore Brokaw


In August of 1941, his second-oldest brother, Irving, was called up as an officer in the reserves and sent to the Philippines. The army thought that since he had been a rich man’s son, he was the perfect person to serve with Gen. Douglas MacArthur and train Philippine bankers, lawyers, and doctors to become officers in their army. Four months later, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and the war came quickly to the Philippines. The US soldiers stationed there were essentially hung out to dry—undermanned, under-resourced, and too far away for the supplies and reinforcements so urgently needed to arrive in time.

Not much is left to the imagination about what Irving went through, thanks to some letters he wrote to his wife in February of 1942 that somehow made it out of the war zone. Blow by blow, they describe the overwhelming stress of being overrun by the Japanese. A month earlier, he had received a Silver Star for withstanding a tank attack and leading his men to safety in the swamps. He told his wife proudly that he had been recommended for promotion from lieutenant to captain.

“At Malilao, I was camp commander. When the war broke out here on December 8 [1941], the Japs were already here. I looked out on Ligayon [sic] Gulf and saw an array of troop and supply ships like so many toy boats in a swimming pool. I counted 36 in view. At first, they stayed about a mile offshore, but several days later, they began to come in close. A battery of 75’s was attached to me and I used them almost daily to keep the ships as far from shore as possible. The Jap bombers constantly dropped their eggs on my camp, reduced it to ashes.”

(Note: The word “Jap” was in common use before and during World War II but is considered a racial slur. It is reprinted here only for historical accuracy.)

Things went from bad to worse as the base he was defending fell, forcing a harrowing retreat into the swamps and jungle. “From Betis we withdrew to Guagua. I was in my command post about 100 yards behind the line and was suddenly surrounded by Japs. I shot my way out of that, crossed a stream while still exposed to Jap tommy-gun fire for a full five minutes, and had the most miraculous escape possible. Even I cannot explain why the streams of lead pouring at me failed to find my back. When I finally reached the swamps, I came upon a group of my men, including four Filipino officers. I lead them through the difficult terrain until we came to a river. There was no way to cross except by swimming. The damned river was only about 150 yards wide, but when I got to the middle of it both my thighs cramped, and I began to sink. Three of my men saved my life. [A doctor] told me that the paralysis of the legs after such a strain as I had undergone was quite a normal reaction. You see, I had walked through river and swamp mud almost hip high. The suction in this mud is so strong that it requires a tremendous amount of strength to pull the legs free. I crossed about seven more rivers during that night, but all by banca [a Philippine dugout canoe]. The next morning, I got a native to paddle the whole detachment to Orani. It was a two-and-a-half-hour ride and a tremendous relief to know that I was getting out of the ponds and swamps and free from being trapped by the Japs.”
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