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For Varda.


Thanks for the marvelous life.
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Preface



If you ask most culturally aware people to name their top three comic book creators, they will likely respond: “Stan Lee.”


And then they will stop. That’s the only comic book creator most people know.


Those same people could probably name ten film directors or novelists. Maybe even ten painters. But comic book creators? One: Stan Lee.


Which is strange, for any number of reasons.


For starters, Lee was a comic book (or, as he preferred to spell it, comicbook) writer, editor, art director, publisher, and executive. However, despite the very visual nature of comics, Lee did not draw professionally (although he was a more-than-decent doodler). He was not a comic book artist.


Also, while the characters he was involved with have become some of the most popular and lucrative entertainment franchises of all time—Spider-Man, the Avengers, the X-Men, to name just a few—Lee did not design the characters or draw their adventures. He needed artists to do that, and he collaborated with incredibly gifted ones to create Marvel’s most famous superheroes.


Lee’s two most significant collaborators were Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko. You would think that, as the men who partnered with Lee to breathe life into the characters and their adventures, they would be as world-famous as Lee, wouldn’t you? But they aren’t.


Beyond that, logic would seem to dictate that, since Lee was associated with Marvel (which had previously been known as Timely and Atlas) for more than seventy-five years, he must have been one of the company’s owners; that every time a ticket for a Marvel movie was sold, some fraction of it must have gone to him.


That, however, is not true. Lee was always an employee of the company—a well-paid one, to be sure—but one who owned no percentage of any of the characters he worked on there.


And yet Lee became the voice and face not just of Marvel Comics but eventually, whether he intended to or not, of COMICS in general.


This fame was based, originally, on the long stream of success that Marvel’s comics had from 1961 to 1970, when its most famous characters were created, when Marvel was part of the cultural conversation—along with James Bond, Kurt Vonnegut, Betty Friedan, Mickey Mantle, Muhammad Ali, and the Beatles. That’s ten years in a life that lasted more than ninety-five and a career that went for almost eighty.


So the questions arise: What in his early life and in the first twenty years of his career enabled this popular culture explosion? And after you’ve exploded the culture—how do you follow that up?


*   *   *


Lee’s was a classic American success story. A Greatest Generation child of impoverished Jewish immigrants, Lee, born in 1922, made his way through the Great Depression, served in the army in World War II, and found his way into comics, a universally derided medium where con men and gangsters battled for literal nickels and dimes.


Gifted with an engaging, charismatic personality, high intelligence, and a wide creative streak, Lee rose to become the editorial director of Timely/Atlas/Marvel, which, in the ’40s and ’50s, was one of the highest-volume producers of comic books in the country. He was making a respectable, middle-class living, and had a wife and daughter and a home in the suburbs.


But being the top editorial dog in a business that was ignored at best—and reviled at worst—by anyone over fourteen was a mixed blessing.


He didn’t receive the respect of, say, a lawyer or possess the glamour of an advertising or movie executive. He had vague notions of wanting to write a novel or do something that would be noticed—like his cousin, movie director Mel Stuart (Willy Wonka), or his high school classmate, playwright and screenwriter Paddy Chayefsky (Marty)—but he was stuck in the comfortable rut of a fairly interesting job that paid well.


Then, in 1961, as he was approaching forty, already a twenty-year veteran in the comics business, Stan Lee’s life became a classic American midlife crisis story.


Bored but comfortable, glad to have survived a recent downturn in the comics business, Lee (and cocreators Kirby and Ditko) came up with a new, relatively more “realistic” approach to superhero comics that caught on with readers. These new heroes would behave more like you or I would if we had superpowers. They might try to do the right thing, but their all-too-human frailties would regularly get in the way.


Lee used the name Marvel to brand the comics. Of course, he had no idea if the popularity of what Marvel was doing would be lasting or be just another short-lived pop culture fad like the Hula-Hoop.


That’s where I came in.


*   *   *


I was a boomer kid who fell under the spell of ’60s Marvel. I had been reading comics and had heard about Fantastic Four, the first “modern” Marvel comic. I found the fourth issue, which featured the return of some character called the Sub-Mariner, who I’d never heard of but who Lee, in the issue, convinced me was urgently important.


I was immediately hooked, not just on the comics and the characters but on the people writing and drawing them, as well. After all, Stan Lee made a point of telling us just how special they (including he) were—and how special we were for just reading the comics! I was totally immersed in the inside news, gossip, and wisecracks found in the comics’ letters page responses and Bullpen Bulletins that Lee wrote.


And I loved visiting with—or was it being visited by?—the literary creation, found in those pages, known as “Stan Lee.” Sure, I worshipped Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko, but it was clear that Stan Lee was the one whose supervision held it all together. Some combination of the Lee-overseen comics’ words and pictures and colors—and even the ads—made up an imaginary world that I loved.


It was a world that, after abandoning it for a while, I returned to, getting a job shortly after graduating college as an assistant editor in an obscure Marvel department. I figured I’d be there just a few months, but the business proved a good fit, and comics—this hobby I’d had, starting when I was six years old—became my career. I wrote many stories for the company and came to be the editorial director of its Spider-Man division. (Spider-Man had grown to be a company within a company, with some twenty titles related to the character coming out each month.)


I worked at Marvel for eighteen years as a writer and editor. (Sometimes I was Stan Lee’s editor. That was weird.) So I have some understanding of what it was like to walk in his shoes. In addition, in the course of those years and in the decades since, I’ve had many conversations, both formal—numerous interviews with him, including new ones for this book—and informal—chatting over a meal—with Lee. I’ve tried to bring whatever unique observations I can, from that insider’s point of view, to this book.


*   *   *


Needless to say, while Marvel’s comics and their media adaptations have gone through numerous ups and downs over the decades, Marvel has proven to be much more than a short-lived fad and has come to dominate popular culture, making Lee more well known than ever.


To most people, Stan Lee was that spry, wisecracking old man of a thousand cameos in Marvel’s movies and TV shows. They’re not sure exactly what he does or did, but they know he somehow was involved with Marvel in its earliest days, and that he’s adorable, like a charming, mischievous, elderly relative you see at weddings and funerals. You’re not really sure how he’s related to you, but he’s always fun to schmooze with for a couple of minutes, and you walk away with a smile on your face.


To those who know something of comics history, Lee was the cocreator of the Marvel Universe and the main—for a long time, the only—promoter of the comics and the people who made them, who at a certain point had his name above the title as the “presenter” of the comics, and who spent recent decades doing unspecified show-business business in Hollywood.


To many of those who worked for and with him, Stan Lee was a great boss who provided them with regular assignments, was concerned about them and their families, and inspired them to do their best work. To others, he was a flawed but decent guy, who they wished had perhaps been better than he was.


And to a small group of comics fans and professionals, he was the most dastardly of villains, exploiting victimized artists who did all the real creative work, while he was just a lucky, slimy manipulator who was in the right place at the right time. (That’s a pretty good lucky streak, one that lasted for more than seventy-five years!)


Whatever you may think you know about Stan Lee—or even if you don’t know much about him at all—I’m hoping this biography will give a bit of depth and dimension to the man and his achievements and show you that, no matter what you thought, there was more to the story than you realized.


What Stan Lee set into motion—and how it grew beyond anyone’s wildest expectations—is a fascinating story, every bit as strange and unlikely as any of the adventures of superhuman mutants and spider-men that Marvel’s comics told.


If you want to understand America’s popular culture—the stories we tell ourselves to explain ourselves—Stan Lee’s life story is a pretty good place to start.


Danny Fingeroth


May 2019
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JFK, the Beatles . . . and Stan Lee




Stan Lee . . . helped revolutionize and update the American comic book industry in the 1960s in the way that Elvis and the Beatles revolutionized the music industry and transformed an entire culture.


—“Stan Lee: An Appreciation,” The Boston Herald, November 13, 20181


We can never allow this nation to be dictated to by . . . Doctor Doom! . . . We must move forward and proceed with great vigor! And now, gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, it’s Caroline’s bedtime!


—President John F. Kennedy, as channeled by Stan Lee, in Fantastic Four #17, dated August 1963




In May 1963, Stan Lee proclaimed to the world that it was “the Marvel Age of Comics.”


Indeed, the covers of most of the Marvel comics that came out that month announced that fact in big, bold blurbs:




MARVEL COMICS GROUP USHERS IN


“THE MARVEL AGE OF COMICS!”




It turned out to be more than clever hype. Lee and his creative collaborators were in the midst of creating that very “Marvel Age”—or, as you may know it, the sixties.


Nineteen sixty-three was perhaps the most innovative year of Lee’s life. With creative partners Jack Kirby, Steve Ditko, Larry Lieber (Lee’s brother), Don Heck, and a few others, Lee was reinventing comics, coming up with characters who would change pop culture. That year alone saw the flowering of Spider-Man, Dr. Strange, the Avengers, and the X-Men, as well as the ongoing excitement from the Fantastic Four, whom Lee and Kirby had unleashed in ’61.


Youthful and energetic at forty, despite his receding hairline, Lee did whatever it took to come up with comics like no one had ever seen. At its giddiest, this included jumping on desks and striking poses to impress on his artists the kind of extreme action and power he wanted the stories to possess. Besides simply demonstrating poses, though, the jumping and shouting and gesturing was his way of conveying excitement to the artists—and (ideally) sparking that same excitement in them!


But for all his enthusiasm, even Lee couldn’t know that Spider-Man would become the poster child for every kid who ever felt like he didn’t belong—just as the X-Men would make every alienated adolescent feel like there was a family of freaks he or she could fit into. He didn’t know that pot-smoking hipsters would look at Ditko’s weird Dr. Strange stories and immediately assume that the people making these stories were likewise high on something. (And this when R. Crumb was still drawing birthday cards for a living!)


All Stan Lee thought he was doing was running—and writing much of—a line of superhero comic books that seemed to be catching on with kids, teens, and—this was something new—college students. He’d been trying to catch a somewhat older audience—he’d even put out a comic called Amazing Adult Fantasy, whose slogan was “The magazine that respects your intelligence”—and indications were that he might actually be succeeding.


Lee was famous as a high-energy smart aleck who liked to have fun with his staff. Problem was, though, that severe cutbacks in 1957 had left him without much of a staff to have fun with. So, with little other outlet, that playfulness—in what he felt was his last-ditch attempt to stay in comics altogether—had started coming out in his whole approach to how he told stories and spoke to his readers, including proclaiming an “age” for his line of titles.


That zany approach, combined with his own serious storytelling skills and those of the artists he worked with, was touching a nerve. Kids who loved the irreverent, if sometimes over-their-heads, humor of Steve Allen and Jonathan Winters and Ernie Kovacs seemed to find Lee’s approach to comics novel and appealing. Sales were up—and so was attention being paid by kids to the comics. Lee could tell that from the letters that were pouring onto his desk and from the steady stream of preadolescents trying to sneak into Marvel’s offices to meet him and the imaginary “bullpen” of artists he had convinced them were just waiting there to shake their hands.


Even so, it would still be a couple of years before people like directors Federico Fellini and Alain Resnais would show up at Marvel to meet Lee; before San Francisco rock stars in town on tour would drop by to say hello; before Esquire magazine would devote significant space to Marvel’s comics and their fans; and certainly before a Princeton English major would anoint Marvel Comics as “the Twentieth Century mythology and you [Lee] as this generation’s Homer.” It would even be a good year before colleges would start inviting him as a guest speaker.


Lee knew he was impacting the kid-conversation in drugstores and school cafeterias. But a pair of momentous events led him to realize that what he was doing was not merely responding to the times but was starting to have an impact on them, as well, taking a place in the cultural conversation.


*   *   *


Lee had been through enough booms and busts in comics to not put all his eggs in one basket. Always looking for side-gigs—or even a total exit from the low-rent world of comic books—whether doing freelance advertising work or pitching syndicated newspaper strips, he also did writing and editing when he could for Martin Goodman’s non-comics magazines. These were published by Goodman’s Magazine Management Company, of which Marvel was a part. (Besides being his boss, Goodman was also Lee’s cousin by marriage, which would prove, over the years, to be a mixed blessing.)


And so, for Magazine Management, Lee was producing a humor publication called You Don’t Say. The magazine consisted of photos of celebrities of the day, including politicians, for which he would write funny dialogue balloons. It was easy and enjoyable work that generated extra income. Beyond that, Lee believed that the level of humor he put into the magazine might even allow it to compete with the revered New Yorker magazine! And even more: he felt You Don’t Say had the potential to become an important magazine that would enable him to ditch comics for a more stable field, one appropriate for an adult.2


The first two issues sold well. For the third issue’s cover, Lee used a photo of then-president John F. Kennedy (who had actually done unbilled cameos in a few Marvel comics). The universally recognized figure was behind a podium with huge versions of the presidential seal both on the podium and on the wall behind him. Lee’s gag for this redundant image was to have JFK saying, “Allow me to introduce myself.”


Lee recalled:




While the magazine was at the press, John F. Kennedy was assassinated.


There was no way we could allow that issue to go on sale. Every copy was destroyed. I was so sick at heart that I couldn’t even consider continuing with You Don’t Say.3




(It seems that at least a few copies were shipped from the printer, since there are, from time to time, copies for sale online.)


Lee’s recently hired “gal Friday,” Flo Steinberg, noted the bonding effect the national tragedy had. As she recalled:




The people over at Magazine Management would make fun of us [the comic book people] . . . The only time the different departments ever really came together was when we heard that President Kennedy had been killed. Everybody sort of dropped everything and came together to listen to the radio reports.4




The entire nation was stunned by the November 22 Kennedy assassination. Marvel comics had embodied much of the same playful, optimistic sensibility that people associated with the youthful Kennedy administration. (Like JFK, Lee and Kirby were part of the World War II generation. Kirby was born the same year—1917—as Kennedy.)


Would anyone have been offended had the issue of You Don’t Say been widely distributed? In the wake of the assassination, there were so many magazines with Kennedy on the cover, it’s hard to imagine this one would have generated much negative attention.


More important was Lee’s sense of himself and his work as being important enough that the magazine needed to be held back from the public. Even if the world outside of a hip, in-the-know audience—and numerous ten-year-olds—didn’t yet realize that what he was doing was significant—well, he did. (And in the ’40s and ’50s, material he worked on did draw media attention. Why would it not now?) Before too long, the world would, indeed, come to agree with him about how important Marvel’s comics were.


*   *   *


As the country struggled to process and understand the murder of its president, Lee, like entertainers everywhere, kept going, making his deadlines, putting out comics, building momentum for Marvel.


During that same period, there was another significant middle-aged cultural figure who, on a larger playing field, had to deal with the same challenges: Ed Sullivan. Sullivan was the influential host of a popular TV variety show that bore his name. Like Lee, he had to figure out how to entertain the American public in the wake of a national trauma.


Sullivan had recently been to England, where he had witnessed firsthand the phenomenon called “Beatlemania.” The Beatles weren’t just an extremely popular rock band; they inspired a level of seeming hysteria, especially in their female teen fans, that was unprecedented. Seeing that the Liverpool-spawned musicians were also starting to become popular in the United States, Sullivan booked them for three consecutive early ’64 episodes of his New York–based Sunday night show. While experts like pop music guru Dick Clark thought the band wasn’t very significant, Sullivan’s instincts told him something else.


By the time of their February 9 live debut on Sullivan, the Beatles had become hugely popular in the United States, as well as in Britain, and by the time the show was over, they were even bigger. Watching the group on their first Sullivan performance became a cultural touchstone. As with the JFK assassination, baby boomers would ask when meeting each other, “Where were you?” when the group first stepped onto Sullivan’s stage.


Stan Lee’s solution to the challenge of how to respond in print to the Kennedy assassination had been to just keep on making comic books. No direct mention was made in the comics of the murder. Perhaps he felt there was nothing appropriate he could say. (In a few years, his attitude toward publicly commenting on current events would change dramatically.) But he was certainly noticing what was going on in the culture as a whole—including the Beatles phenomenon. In the letters page of Fantastic Four #31, which was on the stands in July ’64, David Grace, a reader from Liverpool, wrote:




By the way, did you know that America had two Fantastic Fours for thirteen days? . . . [the second was] the Beatles! They dominate the [music] scene as your comics dominate the comic scene.




To which Lee replied:




Thanks, Dave! Although we’re not quite sure whether your letter should have been sent to us—or the Beatles!




And in Strange Tales #130, on sale later in ’64, Lee, with artists Bob Powell and Chic Stone, presented a story with the same title as the Beatles’ first American album, “Meet the Beatles.” The story—starring the FF’s Thing and Human Torch—involved a subplot where the heroes and their girlfriends had tickets for a Beatles concert, but, due to hero duties, the teammates had to miss the show. The mop-tops did make a couple of cameo appearances in the story, so at least the readers got to “meet” the Beatles.


Like Ed Sullivan, Stan Lee knew that the Beatles were important to the cultural moment, even if he didn’t fully understand why—and even as he was busy producing comics that were themselves important to the moment. Unlike the Beatles, Lee didn’t have (not yet, anyway) a live audience that would show up in concert halls to cheer his work. In a manner similar to that of the Beatles, though, with their fans and fan clubs, Lee succeeded in making Marvel’s readers feel, simultaneously, part of a mass movement and of a secret community of like-minded aficionados. This was no mean feat.


Like Sullivan, Lee was doing what we’d now call curating the culture, giving his audience what they didn’t know they wanted until his comics gave it to them. As comics writer Dennis O’Neil has said of Lee in the ’60s, “There were about seven years where Stan didn’t make a single mistake. He just really was on an incredible roll, and everything worked for him.”5 Given the eventual phenomenal success of the characters and the company he was so instrumental in creating, it’s fair to say that Lee was ahead of his time, even if he didn’t fully realize it back in the early ’60s.


*   *   *


It would be a number of years before Stan Lee would meet—and talk business with—a couple of Beatles (although they were reportedly Marvel fans).6 But he would. And, in time, he would even hobnob with presidents. In the meantime, he was helping shape the culture, one superhero adventure at a time, one letter column response at a time, one hyperbolic cover blurb at a time.


With his artist-collaborators, he was creating Marvel’s stories. On his own, he was using those stories—and the personas he grafted onto himself and the artists—to create the Marvel Age. (To a reader who complained that calling the era the Marvel Age was presumptuous, since there were other companies in the business, Lee replied, “Okay, so let them make up their own age! It’s a free country!”)7


In retrospect, it was plain that, among those figures shaping the times, Stan Lee and Marvel Comics—which from almost their beginnings were synonymous—were on the road to becoming important cultural players. While Kennedy and the Beatles played out their lives and careers on much larger platforms than Lee was then doing, the influence the comics he was producing would end up having on the cultural conversation then, and to the present day, is undeniable.


*   *   *


So, was Stan Lee at the right place at the right time—or did he make his time and place the right ones?


Well, if you’ve read this far, then you’re no doubt curious about how Lee came to be the pivotal figure that he was. To figure that out, then—in the finest tradition of superhero comics and movies—it’s time for us to go into flashbacks and uncover . . .


. . . the secret origin of Stan Lee!
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The Dress Cutter’s Son




[My father] was . . . was not lucky. . . . He couldn’t find a job. He would be sitting home reading the want ads. I felt so sorry for him.


—Stan Lee1




Nine-year-old Stanley Martin Lieber sat transfixed in his seat in the opulent upper Manhattan movie palace, the only light coming from the silvery screen upon which a dreamworld was projected.


Bigger than life, charismatic movie star Warren William, playing a powerful prosecutor in the 1932 Warner Bros. melodrama The Mouthpiece, seemed to be staring right at young Stanley—staring through him, perhaps—as he summed up his case against an accused killer:




The eminent attorney for the defense has made the point that this case is based upon a chain of circumstantial evidence. That is true.


But the evidence is a strong chain, one that cannot be broken—a chain that has wrapped itself around this murderer like an avenging python—and delivered him into the hands of the law!




Entranced by this bravura performance, Stanley decided that, when he grew up, he would become a lawyer. Or an actor. Or both.2


One way or another, he wanted to, like Warren William, reach out to people, to make them think—and feel!


*   *   *


It made no sense that Stan Lee’s family lived at 777 West End Avenue when he was born.


But they did.


The building, at the corner of West Ninety-eighth Street, was built in 1910, as West End Avenue was becoming a coveted address among the rising Jewish middle class in New York. High-rise luxury buildings like 777 were appearing, replacing the smaller tenements that had lined the avenue.


Jack Lieber was born in 1885 (any siblings he might have had are unknown), and his wife, Celia Solomon Lieber, the third of six siblings, was born in 1890. Both were Romanian-Jewish immigrants who had arrived in New York in the early years of the twentieth century and met in the city. By most accounts, the couple didn’t have much money, although Jack seemed to have somewhat regular work as a dress cutter until the middle of the decade.3


When Lee was born—as Stanley Martin Lieber—on December 28, 1922, his parents, Jack and Celia, shouldn’t have been able to afford to live at 777. The neighborhood, off the IRT subway line, was ideally located for Jack Lieber’s work in the garment center, which encompassed much of Manhattan’s West Thirties around Seventh Avenue. However, Jack didn’t make much money as a garment worker and was chronically unemployed starting around 1926.4 The apartment was small and certainly not glamorous. Lee slept in the living room and found it in general depressing that his family always lived in rear-facing apartments, his only view a brick wall.5


But even a tiny, dark apartment in a luxurious building would have been difficult for a factory worker like Jack to afford. Lee didn’t remember the West End Avenue apartment at all, saying, “I think my parents [and I] lived there for a very short time before they moved. . . . I lived there when I was, like, six months old, so my memories of it aren’t too clear.”6


Perhaps the Liebers had a sympathetic landlord or a generous relative—some of Celia’s relatives had some money7—which enabled the family to be living in a posh building when their first child was born.


However they did it, they couldn’t do it long, and soon moved to the more affordable regions of upper Manhattan—in this case, Washington Heights—in the decade before the George Washington Bridge was built. The family would spend the next twenty years bouncing between apartments in the Heights and in similar working-class, immigrant neighborhoods in the Bronx.


*   *   *


Born the same year as Kurt Vonnegut and Jack Kerouac, Lee entered the world in the middle of the Jazz Age and Prohibition (and the ensuing speakeasy culture) and the beginning of an economic recovery that followed a post–World War I economic dip. But it doesn’t seem as if his family was involved with the glamour of the flapper era. They were simply poor people trying to survive. Both Lee and his brother, writer and artist Larry Lieber (born October 26, 1931), remember their parents as not getting along well, frequently anxious and arguing about money.8


If the Liebers had financial issues in the relatively prosperous years of 1922 and ’23, then it’s unlikely that the stock market crash of October 29, 1929—when Lee was six years old—made things any better for them. Lee recalled going to elementary school at PS 173, which he remembered as being on University Avenue in the Bronx.9 But PS 173 was actually in Washington Heights. It seems most likely that he was living in the Heights when he was in elementary school, moving to the Bronx for high school, and then moving back to the Heights sometime after he graduated.


According to Jordan Raphael and Tom Spurgeon in Stan Lee and the Rise and Fall of the American Comic Book, “Money was scarce in the Lieber home, and the family often accepted financial help from Celia’s sisters, who were better off. . . . Jack was intelligent, but difficult and demanding, recalls Jean Goodman, a close relative. ‘He was exacting with his boys. . . .’ Celia, on the other hand, was warm and nurturing to the point of self-sacrifice. ‘The demanding father and the persecuted mother, that made the atmosphere difficult,’ Goodman says.”10


As Lee recalled of his father:




[My father] was not a good businessman, and he was not lucky. Most of the time I knew him, he just wasn’t working. He couldn’t find a job. He would be sitting home reading the want ads. I felt so sorry for him.11




While his brother, Larry, was nine years younger than Stan, and so couldn’t have witnessed their parents’ treatment of his brother before he was born, Larry did remember his mother regularly urging him to be more like his brother, whom she likened to President Roosevelt.12 So it seems safe to say there was no lack of support from Celia Lieber toward Stanley.


Money or no money, kids will make do with what they have. Lee recalled, in 2002, for the now-defunct website Yesterdayland.com, some of the diversions he enjoyed as a kid:




One thing I remember . . . was, as if it was an official thing, there were seasons. For example: it would be handball season. All of a sudden, all the kids in the neighborhood would be playing handball	Then it was hockey season. . . . and we’d all be playing hockey [on roller skates] in the gutter, risking our lives because the traffic kept coming around us.13




There was one toy that proved to be the most exciting—and liberating—thing in Stanley’s young life:




I was about 10 years old, I don’t know where my parents got the money, but they finally bought me a big red two-wheeled bicycle. . . . I could go wherever I wanted.14




Unknown to Lee, it was Ida Davis—Jean Goodman’s mother—who paid for the bicycle, as well as for some minor sinus surgery Stanley would have in 1934.15 The George Washington Bridge was first opened to the public on October 25, 1931 (a day before Larry was born). So to ride a bike across the new, man-made wonder must have been especially awe-inspiring.


Lee described himself as an “average student” who “couldn’t wait to get out of school. . . . I didn’t hate being in school, but I just kept wishing it was over and I could get into the real world, because I wasn’t studying anything I was particularly interested in.”16


Asked if he were a sports fan, Lee replied, “Yeah, but just a casual sports fan. I wasn’t the kind of guy that would run through the neighborhood breaking store windows if my team lost. Or won.”17 Nonetheless, living close to both Yankee Stadium and the Polo Grounds, home of the New York Giants baseball team, Lee recalled of being so close to both stadiums, “It was wonderful” and that he was a fan of “both of them.”18


What he was particularly interested in was reading (anything and everything) and popular culture in general, especially the movies and the radio.


Lee recalled reading popular kids’ book series, including the Hardy Boys, the Boy Allies, and Tom Swift. Two of his favorite series, Jerry Todd and Poppy Ott, were written by Leo Edwards (the pen name of Edward Edson Lee—no relation). He especially loved those because they had more humor than the others. And, he noted:




best of all was the end of the [Jerry Todd] book[s] . . . there were letters from readers with answers by the author. I thought that was so wonderful. It made me feel I was part of this thing and I knew him.19




Some of the other authors he loved to read included H. G. Wells, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Mark Twain, and Edgar Rice Burroughs. As he grew older, he discovered Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Dickens, Edmond Rostand, Omar Khayyam, Émile Zola, “and, of course, Shakespeare. . . . [and] the Bible.”20 “I think my biggest influence was Shakespeare, who was my god. . . . I loved Shakespeare. . . . To me, he was the complete writer . . .”21


Lee also loved the radio, which was a bonding experience with his family. “Sunday night in our house was family night. We’d have delicatessen. We’d have hot dogs, beans, sauerkraut, if times were good.”22 He also recalled:




Sunday night we listened to the comedians. . . . There was Fred Allen and Jack Benny, Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy and there was W.C. Fields. . . . [T]he funny thing to me [was] . . . when it was time for the family to gather ’round and listen to the radio, all the chairs were turned facing the radio. Everybody sat looking at the radio just as if it was television.23




Unsurprisingly, young Lee liked comic strips, both in the newspapers and in the collected editions that made up the first comic books. His favorites were, “the ones by Milton Caniff . . . Terry and the Pirates. That was the big one. And then there was Li’l Abner. I liked the humor stuff. I liked the adventure stuff.”24 His likes also included The Katzenjammer Kids, Skippy, Dick Tracy, Smitty, and The Gumps.25 But as he said in the 2000 documentary, With Great Power, “Creating comic books was never part of my childhood dream. I never thought of that at all.”


Perhaps more than any other entertainment, Lee loved the movies. There were five movie theaters in his Washington Heights neighborhood.26


He was especially moved by the 1932 movie The Mouthpiece, starring Warren William, whose performance in it “hypnotized” young Stanley.27


William was indeed outstanding in the film, playing an aggressive prosecutor, Vincent Day, who unwittingly sends an innocent man to the electric chair. This so traumatizes Day that he becomes a defense attorney who then ends up becoming corrupted, getting wealthy criminals, who are very much guilty, off the hook. As you might imagine, his life becomes complicated and tragic, not unlike the melodramas that would, years later, be found in Lee’s comics.


While Lee mentioned in his 2002 memoir, Excelsior!, a number of movie stars—notably Errol Flynn—of whom he was a fan, The Mouthpiece was the only specific movie he singled out in the book as making a big impression on him. After seeing the film, Lee daydreamed of becoming a lawyer and would become the president of the Future Lawyers Club in high school.28


Of note about the film, as well, although apparently not consciously noted by Lee, was that the female lead is named Celia—the same as Lee’s mother. In addition, Celia was played by Sidney Fox, an eastern European Jewish immigrant who came to America as a young child and who, before her move to Hollywood, lived in Washington Heights at the same time and in the same area as the Lieber family.


It’s not the wildest speculation to imagine that seeing a familiar neighborhood face twelve feet tall on a movie screen, attached to a character with the same name as his mother, might have made as big an impression on Lee as the bravura performance by Warren William, and made the film significant in his memory.


*   *   *


Lee didn’t recall his family being especially religious. His parents didn’t keep a kosher home, but Jack Lieber, according to Larry Lieber,29 was a semi-regular attendee at synagogue services. While Lee didn’t have any substantive Jewish education, he did have a bar mitzvah. As he recalled in 2006, “My father insisted I be bar mitzvahed, and I took a crash course in learning to read Hebrew, all of which I’m sorry to say I’ve forgotten by now. My parents didn’t have much money at that time, and I remember during the [bar mitzvah] ceremony at the temple, there was my father and me, and maybe two other people had wandered in. That was the whole thing.”30


Lee developed an interest in acting—and in a girl—which led to him to regularly show up at a Washington Heights synagogue (whether or not the same one where he had his bar mitzvah is unknown) around the same time as his bar mitzvah. As he recalled:




There was a time I wanted to be an actor, and there was place called . . . the Hebrew [Tabernacle] of Washington Heights [on West 161 Street]. . . . And they had a theatrical group, so I joined that outfit in order to be part of the theatrical group and be in their plays. . . . See, the big thing, there was a girl that I liked who was part of the group. I still remember her first name was Martha, and she was a blond Spanish girl, very pretty, so I enjoyed being there because of Martha.31




It’s also unknown whether Lee’s interest in Martha was reciprocated and, if so, to what extent.


*   *   *


As was common in the era, Lee skipped a couple of grades over the years. That enabled him to eventually go into the working world sooner. But it also regularly made him the youngest kid in his class, so it was hard for him to relate to his schoolmates, and vice versa.32


When time for high school came, the Liebers were likely living at 1720 University Avenue in the Bronx’s University Heights. (Decades later, comics writer and editor Len Wein would live, as a child, in the same building.) The avenue and the area were named for the “uptown” branch of New York University (today, Bronx Community College), which was on the thoroughfare. Once again, the family lived in a rear-facing apartment. Lee attended DeWitt Clinton High School, an enormous institution on a sprawling campus on the borough’s Mosholu Parkway. The all-boys school was fed by a large part of the Bronx’s population and, at its peak, hosted twelve thousand students.33


Clinton, with its mix of Jewish, Italian, and Irish children of immigrants, along with a number of African American students, has one of the most impressive alumni rosters of any school in the country, with graduates who went on to achievement and fame in numerous fields. Other notable alumni from Lee’s era include author James Baldwin, playwright Paddy Chayefsky, and photographer Richard Avedon. Clinton boys besides Lee who ended up in the comics industry included Bob Kane and Bill Finger (creators of Batman), Will Eisner (creator of the Spirit and pioneer of the modern graphic novel), and Irwin Hasen (Wonder Woman and Dondi artist).


According to his yearbook entry, Lee was a member of numerous organizations, including the Future Lawyers Club.34 While he was not an editor of the school literary magazine, The Magpie (Chayefsky took that role), he was listed on its staff pages as the magazine’s publicist.35


It was while working in the Magpie office that he pulled a prank that he frequently described with pride (and a bit of shame, too). As he recalled: 




I must have been a little bit crazy, even then, because I remember they had a school magazine called The Magpie . . . and it was published in a room called The Tower, which had a very high ceiling, and there was no way anybody could ever reach that ceiling. . . . One day, it was being painted, and one of the painters had left the ladder when he went down for lunch, so I climbed up and wrote “Stan Lee is God,” on the ceiling, which was one of the earliest evidences of my overpowering inferiority complex.36




Interestingly, when speaking about the prank to this author in 2017, Lee noted, “I’m so ashamed of that, but, as far as I know, it’s still up there.”37


When asked, “So you were calling yourself ‘Stan Lee’ even back in high school?” Lee realized, “No, I wasn’t calling myself Stan Lee then, I don’t believe. I guess I told it that way because I now think of myself as Stan Lee. But I must have written Stan Lieber.”38


When he was fifteen, Lee won a small, seventh-place prize and a couple of honorable mentions in three different weeks of a regular “Biggest News of the Week” contest run in the New York Herald Tribune. This was certainly nothing to be ashamed of, but, for whatever reason, Lee would, years later, always say that he had won first prize in the contest three weeks in a row. No evidence of such triumphs, however, has been found.39


*   *   *


At some point during his high school years, Lee was “initiated into the mysteries and pleasures of sex. . . . one of my great regrets is that that I cannot remember the name of the daughter of the neighborhood candy store proprietor with whom I lost my virginity.”40


While eager to get out into the world, Lee still found time to participate in extracurricular life at Clinton, even while holding down a number of part-time jobs. He sold subscriptions to the New York Herald Tribune to fellow students, modeling himself on a student named John J. McKenna, who impressed him doing a similar job for The New York Times. He also delivered sandwiches for Manhattan’s Jack May’s Pharmacy, near Rockefeller Center, where he prided himself on his efficiency, which thereby enabled him to collect more tips than the other delivery boys.41


Lee often spoke of being employed by the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Theatre Project at the same time that Orson Welles was (freely admitting that they didn’t work together or know each other). Welles left the WPA in 1937, so Lee’s time there must have been while he was still in high school. However, in Excelsior!, coauthor George Mair wrote that Lee was with the project “sometime after graduating high school.” In any case, Lee joined the project to meet a girl who was involved with it. They did indeed date for a time. And after appearing in a few shows, he got to love acting, but the pay was so low, he was forced to quit. The romance with the girl had ended, anyway, making leaving the WPA easier.42


*   *   *


After graduating DeWitt Clinton in June 1939, at age sixteen, Lee worked as an usher at the Rivoli Theatre in midtown Manhattan, where, he recalled, he had a memorable encounter with First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt:




One day . . . Mrs. Roosevelt came into the theater . . . and we all hoped she’d come down our aisle, and I got her. Well, I was so proud. I walked down the aisle with my flashlight shining for her feet, my head high and my shoulders back, and I said, “This way, Mrs. President.” Which, of course, was the wrong thing to say. [“Mrs. Roosevelt” would have been the correct form of address.] I tripped and fell over the foot of some son of a bitch who had his foot stuck in the aisle, and the next thing I know, “Mrs. President” was helping me to my feet with her arms around my shoulders. “Are you all right, young man?” You can imagine how embarrassed I was.43




Lee then had a stint writing celebrity obituaries for a wire service (although he sometimes recalled having this job while in high school), which he found depressing, since he was assigned to write death notices for people who were still alive, and so left the job.44


Lee’s cousin on his mother’s side, Jean Goodman, was married to Martin Goodman, a publisher who had hit it big putting out a wide variety of pulp magazines. Martin would go on to be one of the most important people in Lee’s life, but at this point, they didn’t know each other well. The Goodmans connected their cousin with Jewish communal organization B’nai B’rith’s recently founded Vocational Service Program.45 Through the program, Lee got a job writing publicity materials for National Jewish Health, a tuberculosis hospital in Denver, although he did the work in New York. (Lee recalled that there was also someone named “Charlie Plotkin,” who “wore a sweater all the time,” involved in getting him this and possibly other writing jobs.)46


Lee claimed that “I could never understand what I was trying to do [with that job]—get people to get tuberculosis so they go to the hospital? But anyway, the idea was that if anybody had tuberculosis, we had to convince them to go to that hospital.”47


Lee’s connection with the Vocational Service Program didn’t last long, and he ended up getting a job as an office boy for H. Lissner Co., a Manhattan trouser manufacturer, where he felt exploited and unappreciated by supervisors who never even bothered to learn his name. He was fired from that job because he had less seniority than another office boy, even though he felt he worked much harder than the other guy.


Angry about this unjust dismissal, on his way out the door, Lee impulsively upended a few large batches of cutting tickets—sheets that listed data about different types of trousers.48 Luckily, he never had to ask H. Lissner Co. for a reference.


But as awful as that job was, Lee couldn’t afford to be without one. He urgently needed to find new employment.


*   *   *


While Lee was a teenager, making his way through school, various jobs, and a romance or two, America was pulling out of the Depression, even as the world seemed to be erupting. Germany’s invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939—a couple of months after Lee’s graduation from Clinton—triggered the start of World War II. The United States wasn’t in that conflict when it began, but it seemed like just a matter of time before it would be.


In the world of popular culture, while 1939 was famous for the classic movies released that year, including The Wizard of Oz, Gone with the Wind, and Stagecoach, in the less high-profile world of comic books, major events were also transpiring. In 1938, Superman had debuted in Action Comics #1, and in early 1939, Batman had his first appearance in Detective Comics #27. Both characters were enormous hits out of the gate, and publishers—especially pulp publishers, whose magazines were experiencing severe sales slumps—rushed to jump on the new superhero comic book fad.


Among those pulp publishers was Martin Goodman, Lee’s cousin by marriage, who in the summer of ’39 had launched a comic book line under the Timely imprint, starting with Marvel Comics #1, which was hugely successful, selling close to a million copies, with very few returns from news dealers. The comic introduced, among other characters, the Sub-Mariner and the Human Torch.


Marvel Comics #1 and subsequent Timely titles had been produced for Goodman by an outside packager, Funnies Inc. But the publisher soon wanted his own in-house comic book line that would be produced by staffers and freelancers working directly for him. To accomplish this, he had, in early 1940, hired two young men—both of whom were skilled writers and artists—who were making a name for themselves in the still-young comic book business: editor Joe Simon and art director Jack Kirby.


Out of Timely’s offices in the McGraw-Hill Building on West Forty-second Street, the two were producing comics for Goodman, done by themselves as well as by others. In late 1940, Simon (then twenty-seven) and Kirby (then twenty-three) came up with what would be Timely’s biggest hit: Captain America Comics #1. The magazine went on sale in most areas in the United States around December 20.


And it was shortly before that landmark comic book debuted that seventeen-year-old Stanley Martin Lieber appeared at Timely’s door, looking for a job.49




[image: image]


The Pied Piper of West Forty-second Street




I thought [Stan Lee] was the Orson Welles of the comic book business. He had energy and was young, tall, and good-looking.


—Timely artist David Gantz1




Stanley Martin Lieber wasn’t just Jean Goodman’s cousin. In a stranger-than-fiction twist, his mother’s brother—Robbie Solomon—was married to Martin Goodman’s sister.2


So Stanley was doubly related to the owner of Timely Comics. In addition, several of Martin’s brothers also worked for his overall publishing operation. This sort of arrangement was not uncommon in businesses run by immigrants or first-generation American-born children of immigrants. That way, you had people you trusted working for you, plus you didn’t have to worry about your relatives finding jobs.


By most accounts, Uncle Robbie’s role, whatever his official title, was to be Martin’s eyes and ears around the company. He made it his business to know what was going on in every department—hence his reputation as an annoying busybody. What some people didn’t seem to get was that that was his unofficial job description.3


As Joe Simon recalled, Solomon brought Lee to him in December 1940 in Timely’s McGraw-Hill Building office on far West Forty-second Street and said, “Martin wants you to just keep him out of the way. Put him to work.”4 But according to Lee, on his first day at work, Goodman seemed surprised to see him and asked, “What are you doing here?” Lee never figured out if Martin was kidding or serious.5


Lee became Simon and Kirby’s all-around assistant and “gopher.” He went for coffee and sandwiches, cleaned up pages, did proofreading—whatever was needed to make the comics office run smoothly. As Simon recalled:




Mostly, we had Stan erasing the pencils off of the inked artwork, and going out for coffee. He followed us around, we took him to lunch, and he tried to be friends with us. When he didn’t have anything to do, he would sit in a corner of the art department and play his little flute or piccolo, driving Kirby nuts. . . . I thought he was a cute kid.6




Since Stanley aspired to become a writer, the comic books he was assisting on provided just the venue he needed. In order to be shipped to readers and distributors at a lower rate via US Mail, a periodical had to have at least two pages of text. Every comic book, therefore, had a two-page prose feature. It was generally assumed that most readers didn’t bother with them, that they skipped over them the way they would over an ad that didn’t grab their attention.


So Simon assigned Stanley to write the text feature in Captain America Comics #3. The teenager wrote a story called “Captain America Foils the Traitor’s Revenge.” But the story ran not under the byline of Stanley Martin Lieber but under that of someone named “Stan Lee.”7 Lee had always claimed he was saving his real name for the great American novel he was destined to write. “I felt, well, if someday I’m going to become a writer or a great actor, I want to use that name for the really important things I do.”8 The story contained two new illustrations by Jack Kirby, making it Lee and Kirby’s first collaboration.


Soon, besides continuing to grind out text pieces, the newly self-christened Stan Lee—although he wouldn’t change his name legally until decades later—also got to write comic book scripts, starting with a story (drawn by Charles Wojtkoski) starring a new character named Jack Frost in USA Comics #1, which was on sale early in May 1941. That was followed by a story featuring the Black Marvel, drawn by Al Avison and Al Gabriele, in All Winners Comics #1, published later in the month. That, in turn, was followed, at the end of the month, by the debut of the Lee-written “Headline Hunter, Foreign Correspondent,” drawn by Charles Nicholas (possibly a pen name for Wojtkoski), in Captain America #5. The same team also did a story featuring Hurricane, Master of Speed, in that issue.9


As Lee was establishing a writing career, thereby also earning, in addition to his eight-dollars-per-week salary, a fifty-cents-per-page writing fee, Simon and Kirby were producing—along with packagers Funnies Inc.—an expanding line of comics for Goodman. They added Syd Shores as an in-house artist, and the comics line expanded to more than a half dozen sixty-four-page titles.


*   *   *


In the midst of the booming business at Timely and other companies, comic books were gaining more and more attention—and not all of it was welcome. Sterling North, the literary editor of The Chicago Daily News, had written in the May 8, 1940, issue—half a year before Stanley Lieber was hired at Timely—that comic books were “a poisonous mushroom growth” and that their publishers were guilty of a “cultural slaughter of the innocents.” His diatribe was published in The News and picked up by dozens of other papers. This was the beginning of an anti-comics movement that would ebb and flow over the decades and would complicate Stan Lee’s life time and again.


But for now, things were flying high at Timely, with Captain America, their biggest hit, selling close to a million copies per issue. The comic was so well known that members of the Nazi organization, the German American Bund, regularly hounded the creators. As Simon recalled, “The pro-Nazi supporters were vocal, and there were a lot of them. They were constantly threatening us, to the point that we had police stationed outside our offices, and the FBI got involved.” New York mayor Fiorello La Guardia called Simon to assure him that the city would protect them.10


*   *   *


Simon and Kirby had a handshake agreement with Goodman, whereby they were entitled to 25 percent of Captain America’s profits. They should have been raking in large royalties. But Goodman claimed the comic wasn’t making much money. Goodman’s accountant, Maurice Coyne—who was also a partner in MLJ, the company that would become Archie Comics—informed Simon and Kirby that the reason for the lack of profits was that Goodman was deducting the expenses for his whole comics line from Captain America’s revenues. Perhaps Coyne was hoping that an angry Simon and Kirby would leave Timely and come do comics for MLJ.11


When he received Coyne’s information, Simon contacted Jack Liebowitz, president of National (a.k.a. DC Comics, publishers of Superman and Batman), and made a deal for Simon and Kirby to do work for that company while still employed at Timely.12 Simon might have figured that the only way to get any kind of royalty was to keep showing up at the office. Alternatively, he might have thought that they could have continued working for both companies; this was not an unusual kind of arrangement in the comics business at the time. In any case, it would only be a matter of time before their recognizable work—along with a major promotional push—would appear in DC’s titles and they would be forced into some kind of confrontation with Goodman.


Lee found out what his bosses were doing and swore he would keep their secret safe. Still, one way or another, Goodman, as was inevitable, found out. A couple of his brothers, as well as Rob Solomon, confronted Simon and Kirby and fired them—but insisted they finish the issue of Captain America they were working on—#10—before they left. Lee forever insisted he didn’t rat them out, but according to Simon, Kirby always believed that Stanley did tell Goodman and held it against Lee. Simon himself believed that Lee kept their moonlighting a secret and that in the gossip-driven world of comics, it could have been any number of people who revealed what they were doing.13 Needless to say, once their DC work hit the stands—complete with cover blurbs proclaiming their presence—the whole world would have known, anyway.


Goodman put his brother Abe in place as temporary comics editor for a few months and then assigned Stanley to do the job until Martin found “a real grown-up.”14 Lee’s running joke until the end of his life was that Martin must still be looking for that adult, because he never—with one intentionally temporary exception—placed anyone in the editor’s role besides Lee.15 Lee’s first official credit as editor appeared in Captain America #12, which was published in early January 1942.


So in late 1941—less than a year after he’d first been hired by Simon—Stan Lee, eighteen years old, now became the editor of a line of comics that was poised for explosive growth. With a good deal of the line’s material still being provided by Funnies Inc., much of Lee’s job would be administrative, not creative. (This would change over time, as the ratio of packaged material to work commissioned directly to creators would shift to favor the latter.) Still, it was a hell of a lot of responsibility for a kid.16


Not only did Lee not crumble from the pressure, though, the young man actually seemed to thrive under it. Perhaps in a business so young, not knowing what he couldn’t do was an asset. As writer and artist Al Jaffee, who started freelancing for Lee that year (and who would go on to become one of Mad magazine’s legendary “Usual Gang of Idiots”), recalled, “The fact of the matter is, Stan was, all the time I ever knew him, which started at the beginning of his career—he was juggling ten balls in the air all the time.”17 Jaffee also said of Lee that “the one thing that impressed me greatly about Stan was his ‘can do’ attitude.”18


While increasing Timely’s superhero titles, Goodman and Lee were also adding funny animal comics in the style of the Disney and other cartoons that were then popular. Lee was writing many of these stories as well as numerous superhero tales, in addition to editing the titles. At that point, the energetic young man didn’t seem to have much if any editorial assistance.


When Jaffee arrived at Lee’s door, showing him work he’d ghosted for Chad Grothkopf, an artist Lee was already using, Lee quickly offered him a chance to do a funny-cops feature called “Squat Car Squad.” Jaffee took the script Lee gave him and improvised on it as he drew the story. He broke the fourth and every other wall there was to break, drawing himself and Lee literally barging into the tale. As Mary-Lou Weisman wrote in the biography Al Jaffee’s Mad Life:




Al inserted a caricature of himself into the story. . . . pratfalling SPLAT on the sidewalk. Then he pushed further . . . he let his characters blame him for not following Stan Lee’s direction. “It’s as if we were all alive—the cops, the artist, the editor—all of us. We could wander in and out of the panels at will. Stan loved it, and I had a wonderful time. Stan never edited me. He never told me what to write.”19




Lee was so impressed, he gave Jaffee the “Squat Car Squad” feature to write and draw regularly. A bit later, when Lee wanted a new humor comic character, Jaffee recalled:




I created Silly Seal, and, after a while, Stan said to me, “Why don’t we give Silly a partner—how about a pig called Ziggy?” I said, “Great.” And we put the two together and he gave me a free hand writing [and drawing] those things. . . . we never discussed stories. There really isn’t a hell of a lot to discuss when you’re doing “Ziggy Pig and Silly Seal.”20




Indeed, this was the key to how Lee was able to juggle so many titles over the years. While he didn’t hesitate to edit or tweak, he generally preferred to work with people he trusted and who he could just let loose. In that era before the need for tight continuity between stories, oversight—especially on humor stories—could be looser in general.


Artist David Gantz, a high school classmate of Jaffee’s, at Jaffee’s suggestion, showed his samples to Lee. The editor gave him regular art assignments on such humor comics as Patsy Walker and Super Rabbit. Many years later, Gantz would, in a memoir/essay comic, “Jews and the Graphic Novel,” recall meeting Lee.21 In it, the artist described Lee as “a lanky young guy wearing cowboy boots [who] was trying to play the pennywhistle, with little success,” and depicted Lee leading him from his office into the artists’ bullpen while still playing the instrument. Gantz drew himself with a thought balloon that read, “I felt like a kid following a tone-deaf pied piper.”


In the story, Gantz then drew Lee literally flying around the office. (“Should we shut the window?” “Yeah. We don’t want to be responsible for losing him.”) Gantz also depicted Lee acting out story scenes in extreme poses (“What I want is action, ACTION, ACTION!”)—something many other artists would recall him doing over the years.


*   *   *


Early Timely artist Allen Bellman remembered the company’s adventure/superhero staff artists in late 1942 as including himself and other artists who would become prominent in comics, such as Mike Sekowsky, Frank Giacoia, George Klein, Frank Carino, and Chris Rule. Bellman recalled that “Stan was wonderful to work for. He was good-natured but strict with his editing. He wanted perfection. If you drew a cup on a table in one panel, do not leave that cup out in the next panel.”22


Jim Mooney, who would go on to be a mainstay for decades at Marvel and DC, remembered Lee from that era, as well, when the two worked on a humor strip called The Ginch and Claude Pennygrabber. He recalled working on it with Lee in what years later came to be called the “Marvel Method,” where he and Lee would talk out the story.23


Mooney said of his first meeting with Lee:




I came in, being somewhat young and cocky at the time, and Stan asked me what I did. I said I penciled; he said “What else?” I said I inked. He said, “What else?” I said color. “Do anything else?” I said, “Yeah, I letter, too.” He said, “Do you print the damn books, too?”




In the same interview, Mooney observed:




At Marvel, I had a feeling of being involved, and being a part of it, particularly when I was penciling and worked with the outline script Stan provided . . . because you did contribute something. You broke it down the way you wanted to.24




While doing a lot of superhero writing, Lee also created—with Chad Grothkopf (with Jaffee doing much of the penciling)—The Imp, in Captain America. The Imp was a humor feature starring a mischievous creature who spoke solely in rhyme (as did his stories’ narrator). The strip had a playful, anything-goes air to it that gave the feeling that everyone involved was having fun.


*   *   *


The world changed in an instant when Japanese forces attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, bringing the United States into World War II. Lee enlisted, entering the army on November 9, 1942.


Perhaps anticipating that he’d soon be doing military service one way or another, and thereby losing access to writing work—and extra income for his parents and brother, as well as himself—Lee stepped up his freelance writing for Timely, doing adventure and humor comics, including a couple of issues of Young Allies, in which he wrote forty-five-page stories, quite lengthy for the era.


In addition to comics, he was also doing work on some of Goodman’s non-comics magazines, writing short humor features for Joker, Stag, and Comedy magazines. And he had two prose fiction stories in Goodman’s Male Home Companion magazine, edited by Solomon, cover dated October 1942. One was credited to Stan Lee, the other to “Stanley Martin.”


Asked about his decision to enlist, as opposed to seeking a deferment or waiting to be drafted, Lee recalled: 




I think I could have gotten a deferment, but . . . it was the kind of war you were a son of a bitch if you didn’t get into it. It was too important not to fight. . . .


I was going to go overseas, and they taught me to do electrical wiring [for radio communications] . . . and [the idea was] I’d be going ahead of the troops, installing this wiring so they could communicate with each other. . . . I felt . . . that would be terrific. I’m doing something important.


But I was waiting on the pier for the boat to take me to Europe . . . and somebody tapped me on the shoulder and said . . . “We need you back here. Your plans have been changed.” So they never sent me overseas. They brought me to Long Island, where they had their training film division, because they found out I had done writing.25




Lee had arranged for his friend, animator Vince Fago, to run Timely’s editorial department in his absence, which proved to be a good move. Besides superheroes, the trend was growing for comics that resembled or were based on bigfoot-style animated characters, human and animal. With his background in just such types of characters, Fago was the perfect person for the job. As or more important, Fago’s ambitions didn’t seem to lie in staying in the job for life. As Michael Vassallo put it:




Fago’s forte was humor features, especially funny-animal antics necessitating frenetic panel-to-panel progressions, a talent that perfectly coincided with Timely’s recent expansion into humor comic books with the launching of Comedy Comics, Krazy Komics, Joker Comics and Terrytoons, the latter featuring characters licensed from the Paul Terry studio.26




Lee was constantly busy with assignments (his army classification—shared with only eight others, including legendary novelist William Saroyan—was “playwright”); he was also able to, after a seven-month gap, continue freelancing for Timely and even carry on a social life. After basic training in New Jersey, Lee was assigned to work on training and informational material in Queens and then was assigned to similar posts at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, and in Indianapolis, Indiana. While at the latter, he recalled dating several women. One of them, he said:




lived in Indianapolis, and her parents were very wealthy. . . . I was so in awe of the house she lived in. It took up a whole city block. I think her father had been one of the people—or the person—who built Boulder Dam or something. She was such a nice girl, and I liked her so much. But it didn’t turn out to be a love affair.


And there was [another] gal I really had a crush on. She worked in the army laundry, of all things. She was the one who took the clothes from the soldiers and gave them to whoever she gave them to. She was blond and beautiful. But she had one horrible habit I couldn’t stand. Anytime anything displeased her, which was quite often, she’d go, “Oh, rats! Oh, rats!” I just couldn’t see myself spending my life with a girl who kept saying, “Oh, rats!”


And then I had another girl that I was really serious with, and I thought I could marry her when I got out of the army. I was about to get out—I was twenty-something years old—and I found out she was only sixteen. I felt that wouldn’t be fair to her, so I walked away from it. But she was the closest I came to getting married before I met Joan.27




When he wasn’t dating, Lee wrote scripts for training films and did other informational/educational work, including for an anti–venereal disease campaign (“VD? Not me!”), and helped devise methods for army payroll staffs to be more efficient. He even wrote a humorous marching song for the payroll workers. While in the service, after a brief hiatus, he also continued doing freelance writing for Timely, once risking brig time for “stealing” his own mail when the base post office was closed.28


In retrospect, Lee didn’t think the service had changed him any more than anything else he might have done in his early twenties. “I was just three years older,” he said. “So when you’re in your early twenties and you age three years, it changes you whether you’re in the army or not. . . . . I served, I did what I had to do, I came home, and I looked for a girl to marry.”29 Still, in later years, he would look back proudly on his years in the army and be pleased accept honors from veterans’ associations.


While in the service, Lee bought his first car, a used 1936 Plymouth, and eventually traded that in for a secondhand, jet-black Buick convertible with red leather seats and whitewall tires. He credited the glamorous car for his having a steady dating life.30


Jim Mooney recalled an experience he and Lee shared when Lee was in the army:




We worked together when he was stationed in Duke University, North Carolina. I came down there to work with him on a Terrytoons [comic book] project. We were on a tight deadline, so Stan found a place for me to work in a pathology lab. I was surrounded by jars of pickled eyeballs and various body parts. The incentive was for getting out of there fast. That speeded me up tremendously.31




*   *   *


Discharged on September 29, 1945, Lee returned to work at Timely, which had grown—and had moved to offices on the fourteenth floor of the Empire State Building. The operation now included two artists’ rooms, one for superhero and other adventure material (“illustrators”), and the other for humor and teen comics (“animators”).32 As well as pencilers and inkers, Lee also amassed a staff of editors working under him, including Al Jaffee and Leon Lazarus.


Meanwhile, he was writing numerous stories, largely humorous ones. Inspired by the success of the movie My Friend Irma, about a quirky young woman, the comics Lee was writing included Millie the Model, Tessie the Typist, and, eventually, a licensed, ongoing adaptation of My Friend Irma itself. (He and artist Dan DeCarlo would eventually take over the Irma newspaper strip in its last days.) Aiming many of its comics at a female audience, Timely experimented with superheroines, including Venus and the Blonde Phantom. But the superhero era was drawing to a close, and neither lasted long.


*   *   *


It was in 1946 that Lee first met and became close friends with artist Ken Bald, who would go on to significant careers in comic strips and advertising. As Bald recalled:




I met Stan Lee. He and I hit it off right away and we became friends. . . . He was referred to as “the boy wonder” when I met him. He was a nice-looking, tall, thin man. Stan was impressed by my having been a marine. We double-dated almost immediately. He gave me all the work I wanted, and we’ve been friends ever since. . . . Stan was always a workaholic. We always had fun together.33




Bald recalled an especially amusing incident:




We’d get together at Longchamps [a Manhattan restaurant] for lunch once a week. One time, coming back from lunch, a bird flew overhead and pfft! right on Stan’s shoulder. Stan shook his fist in the air and yelled at the bird, “For the Gentiles, you sing!” I couldn’t stop laughing. That was Stan: always finding humor in things.34




While his family was living on West 170th Street in Washington Heights, Lee, twenty-two years old, soon moved into a room at the Alamac Hotel on Broadway and Seventy-first Street in Manhattan. He seemed to be living a carefree, bachelor life, although one dating experience turned out somewhat differently than he’d expected. An extremely attractive woman surprisingly asked him up to her room in the hotel after he’d just met her.




We hit it off great together and became good friends. The reason I know we hit it off so well is because she didn’t ask me for any payment. It turned out she a very high-priced lady who was, to put it as gallantly as possible, in business for herself.35




According to Lee, they remained together “for many months.” Hopefully, the VD-prevention lessons he taught in the army stuck with him.


*   *   *


Dating regularly, Lee nonetheless felt ready to settle down. In December 1946, he went to a holiday party thrown by his cousin Morton Feldman at Feldman’s hat company. Cousin Morty invited him to come to the soirée to meet a “gorgeous redhead” model named Betty.36


It was hat model Joan Clayton Boocock, though, who answered the door. Lee was smitten on the spot and decided she was the woman he’d been looking for all his life. They started dating, and she soon eagerly agreed to marry him. There was only one problem: Joan was already married. She was a war bride, having married an American serviceman, Sanford Dorf Weiss, who had been stationed in England.37


But as People magazine reported in 1979:




“I had only known him [my first husband] 24 hours when we decided to get married,” [Joan] said. “In many aspects it was a great marriage, but after living with him a year, I was finding him sort of boring.”38




However, she found Lee thrilling. “He wore a marvelous floppy hat and scarf and spouted Omar Khayyam when he took me for a hamburger at Prexy’s,” she said. “He reminded me of that beautiful man, [British actor] Leslie Howard.”39


Joan headed to Reno, as she had already been planning, where she needed to spend six weeks to have a quickie divorce take effect. But Lee received a letter from her while she was away that began, “Dear Jack,” and figured he’d better get there as soon as possible to make sure nothing went wrong, which he did.


Luckily, whoever Jack was, Joan’s relationship with him wasn’t serious. As soon as the divorce was finalized, Lee insisted the same judge who granted it immediately marry the two of them. The judge did just that, and on December 5, 1947, Stan and Joan were married.40


(Surrealistically, a 1952 Goodman-published comic called My Own Romance, issue #24, would feature a story called “Two Men Love Joan.” The art was by Al Hartley. Comics historian Michael Vassallo believes the script was written either by Stan or Joan. The story satirized their courtship and marriage and was certainly an odd mash-up of life and art.)41


Soon after the Reno marriage, Stan and Joan, according to Larry Lieber, were also married (possibly by a rabbi) in the Lieber living room.42 The couple moved into a top-floor apartment with a skylight window in a quaint brownstone at 15 East Ninety-fourth Street in Manhattan.


But Stan and Larry’s mother, Celia, had been battling stomach cancer and passed away less than two weeks later, on December 16, 1947.


Lee recalled of the period:




When my mother died . . . we found it necessary to move to a house. The reason was Larry, my then fifteen-year-old brother, who had been living with my mother, but now had to move in with us.43




Larry didn’t ascribe Stan and Joan’s moving to 1048 Broadway in Woodmere as having anything to do with him, simply that the trend for young couples of the day was to move to the suburbs, and that’s what his brother and sister-in-law did.44 Larry, who would have actually been sixteen at the time, not fifteen, and who’d been sent to live with Rob Solomon and his wife—Martin Goodman’s sister, Sylvia—so as to be spared having to witness his mother’s progressive decline, recalled:




I didn’t like school, particularly, so I wanted to get out. So during the summer, I took some [courses] at home [and] I graduated [George Washington] high school at sixteen-and-a-half [in June 1948]. I lived with my Aunt Mitzi and Uncle Arthur Jeffries in the Bronx [until I graduated]. . . . After I graduated, I went out to stay with Stan and Joan. . . . . I lived there . . . a year-and-a-half.45




It’s unknown exactly why, after Celia’s death, Larry didn’t live with his father. Larry has guessed: “He did not ask me to live with him because I think he knew we wouldn’t get along so easily. . . . He did not ask me to live with him, and nobody else in the family even suggested that I should.”46


Always spoken of as a difficult person, it’s likely that Jack Lieber was not up to the challenge of being a single parent. He would never remarry. While Stan rarely spoke in any detail of their mother’s death, for Larry, then still a teenager, losing her was deeply traumatic.47


*   *   *


Larry’s relationship with Stan was always complicated and only became more so once his brother had married Joan. While praising Stan as being, in general, a good boss when they worked together on comics projects, certainly as they got older, Larry carries the memory of numerous psychological and emotional hurts inflicted on him over the decades by the Goodmans as well as by his brother and sister-in-law. Whether these were intentional or accidental, Larry’s treatment by his family can at the least be seen as at times insensitive, especially knowing how deeply he tended to experience things.


For one example, Larry recalled how, in the period after he graduated high school, he was doing inking for Stan on humor titles at Timely, making good money, especially for a teenager. He recalled that “evidently, it [the inking] was okay. He used it. He never complained about the quality of it.” Lieber continued:




I was happy. I made actually $110 or $120 a week, so it took some of the misery out of my mother’s death. . . . Now, after a while . . . Stan said, “I’m taking the inking away from you. . . . If you become an inker, you’ll never be a penciler.”48




Lee’s intentions might have been good, wanting his brother to realize his ambition of becoming a comics penciler. But he didn’t substitute penciling work, or anything else, for the inking he had taken away. Larry was left to scramble for work, ending up, for a time, doing pasteups in Magazine Management’s production department. He recalled Stan’s removal of the work as the reason he moved out of Stan and Joan’s Woodmere house and moved into a room in the Manhattan Towers hotel on Broadway and Seventh-sixth Street.49


By the same token, some years later, after Larry had returned after serving four years in the air force during and after the Korean War, including significant time in Okinawa, Stan, believing that his brother had the potential to write professionally (“I’ve read your letters when you were in the service”), taught Larry to write comics and even went typewriter shopping with him. And in the ’70s, when Larry was writing and penciling The Hulk syndicated strip, Stan read some of it and complimented his brother. “Well, this is good,” Larry recalled him saying. “Alas, I think it’s more dramatic than Spider-Man [the syndicated strip Lee was writing].”50


*   *   *


According to Michael Vassallo’s research, Lee did no substantial writing of comics stories between 1945 and 1947. He was, in this period, of course, running a line of comics, as well as supervising subeditors, including Al Jaffee and Al Sulman.


In addition, Lee was stretching his professional muscles, dipping his toe into the world of self-publishing. Under the name Famous Enterprises Inc., he released a hundred-page book called Secrets Behind the Comics. In it, he described himself as “the Managing Editor and Art Director of Timely Comics,” and, speaking of himself in the third person, added, “He has been in complete charge of more comic magazines than any other living editor.” After listing some of his editing credits, the book went on to say, “So, you see, Stan Lee knows what he’s writing about, and you know that what Stan Lee writes is TRUE!”


The book did indeed give useful tips on how to write, draw, and submit comics and showed a not inaccurate—though simplified—look at life behind the scenes at a large comics publisher. It was illustrated by Lee’s colleagues, mostly Ken Bald, but also Dave Berg (later a Mad magazine regular) and Morris Weiss. The book also contained the offer that, for one dollar, Lee would critique your comic book drawing. There was no expiration date on the offer, and so for decades after, fans would occasionally send him their samples and a buck. An artist named Russ Maheras sent him, in 1972, two dollars, to account for inflation. Lee, by then busy with innumerable executive duties, nonetheless sent him back a critique.51


A troubling aspect of Secrets, though, was its comics-format retelling of how Captain America came to be. This version sourced the idea for the character back to patriotic Timely publisher Martin Goodman, who then took it to some unnamed creators to execute, the names Joe Simon and Jack Kirby nowhere to be found. Although Secrets was self-published by Lee, it clearly seems that he was, in it, involved in either rewriting history at Goodman’s request and/or just plain sucking up to his boss. Of course, with Simon and Kirby long gone from Timely, it would have been surprising if they had been included in the book. But bringing up Captain America’s origin seems to have been a strange editorial choice to have made in the first place.


*   *   *


Between his new marriage and his numerous projects in and out of the office, Lee certainly seemed to be enjoying himself. As Raphael and Spurgeon noted, when Lee resumed writing comics stories:




For a brief period, Stan had three secretaries seated in plain view of the entire office, to whom he dictated stories simultaneously. “I was kind of cocky, and I think I enjoyed doing it,” Lee recalls. “But then I said to myself, ‘What the hell are you doing? You’re a show-off. If I was someone else, I’d hate a guy like you.’ So I stopped.”52




The same year that he published Secrets, 1947, Lee was seen looking very much the successful young writer and editor posing with prop-pipe for the cover of Writer’s Digest’s November issue. The issue contained his article, “There’s Money in Comics,” which would capture the attention of media critic and philosopher Marshall McLuhan, who would write about it in somewhat condescending tones in his 1951 book, The Mechanical Bride.


By mid-1948, Lee was again writing a full slate of comics, mostly in the crime, romance, Western, and humor genres. Also that year, Lee crossed over a fair amount into Goodman’s magazine line, becoming editorial director of the quarterly Film Album magazine, which featured stills from popular movies. He would also edit, in the ’50s, Goodman’s Focus magazine, which featured such articles as “Murder at a Nudist Camp!” and “The Nazis Still Run Germany.”


*   *   *


In that era, as newlyweds without any children, Stan and Joan spent time with good friends, including the Balds and the Mooneys, and apparently also spent much time socializing with the Goodman family. As Raphael and Spurgeon noted:




Martin Goodman’s eldest son, Iden, who recalls the Lees’ time on Long Island in idyllic fashion, was a constant visitor from the Goodman home two miles away. “I remember it as a very warm, happy place,” he says, and the Lees were “very generous, welcoming.” Iden learned to drive a car in the Lees’ driveway.53




Larry Lieber recalled that the Lees spent a lot of time socializing with the Goodmans, Stan and Joan very concerned about Jean and Martin’s opinions of them.54


As far as nonrelatives the Lees were friendly with, Lee and Ken Bald would remain close friends for the remainder of Stan’s life, their families often getting together. As Lee said:




Ken Bald was actually my best friend. He and his wife used to double-date with Joan and me, and we were all over the city. We went to the clubs whenever we had time. They were a wonderful couple. His wife had been an actress. I hated Ken because he was so handsome. I didn’t need to be out with anybody that handsome. Do you remember Tyrone Power? He looked like Tyrone Power. . . .


[Ken] was great. He could draw anything. He was a marine captain or sergeant during World War II, [fought at] Iwo Jima. I mean, he was a real guy, and his wife was wonderful, and Joan and I just enjoyed being with him.55




Bald’s daughter Victoria Dollon recalled about Stan and Joan:




Stan was the most charming man I have ever met in my life. No one could dislike him. He and his wife, who was equally as charming, were so entertaining, always telling stories about their real-life events and putting an incredibly comic twist on them. Stan was also rather physical in his humor, often acting out all the pieces of the tale for greater effect. . . . they were both incredibly glamorous and loving people. Joan was particularly captivating. . . .


My parents were also extremely glamorous people, so it was quite the show when the four of them got together. They were so beautiful and enchanting. I just remember lots of laughter. . . . Stan adored kids and loved entertaining us. Of course, we adored him back.


I believe I was ten or eleven at the time, a very awkward age. Stan and Joan rolled into our driveway in the most gorgeous Silver Cloud Rolls-Royce. It was unforgettably beautiful. . . .Joan then had a brilliant idea; let’s all ride around town in it. So my mom, dad, younger sister, and I all crammed in.


Our town was a very run-of-the-mill suburban town, so a Rolls-Royce cruising the streets was a very big deal. We had a blast, waving out the windows with Stan tooting the horn. My favorite part was when Joan devilishly suggested that we drive by the homes of stuck-up kids in our classes and stick out our tongues! It was so much fun showing off!


With Stan, what you saw was what you got. Stan was the same man in public and private—fun-loving, charming, energetic, entertaining, and special. He was very genuine.


Stan always claimed that he was very clumsy, which my father loved to attest to. I remember a particularly funny story Stan told about tripping while walking on the sidewalks of New York. He did a complete somersault, but ended up landing on his feet. According to Stan, bystanders began to clap, so he responded with bows and thanks, claiming, “I meant to do that!” Of course, he acted this out for us, so it was doubly funny!56
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