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    For my parents,
and for my friends
Mike Kuchwara, Jacques le Sourd, and Martin Gottfried


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The first time I ever heard the names “Shubert” and “Nederlander” would have been in the spring of 1987, when I had an internship in the office of Broadway producer Elizabeth I. McCann. I was nineteen and studying history at Columbia. I liked Broadway and knew something about its famous shows, writers, and performers. But I couldn’t have told you what a producer did, let alone a theater owner like the Shuberts or the Nederlanders.

As it so happened, McCann was coproducing Les Liaisons Dangereuses that spring with both companies. One of my first jobs was to deliver the opening night guest list to their offices.

I went to the Nederlander headquarters above the Palace Theatre first. I rode up in a rickety old cage of an elevator operated by an ancient black man who opened his Bible and prayed for me. I stepped out of the elevator into a dusty office full of shabby furniture. I handed the envelope to the receptionist, who was on the phone and barely looked at me. Everybody else in the office was on the phone as well. You could take your pick of at least a half dozen conversations. As I left, I caught sight of a man in another office. His feet were on the desk, and he was yelling into his phone. All that was missing was a cigar in his mouth. He looked like the boss.

I crossed Times Square to Shubert Alley and walked through a discreet doorway next to the Shubert Theatre. Another small, though not rickety, elevator took me up to the executive offices of the Shubert Organization. The doors opened on to what looked to me like a suite from the Palace of Versailles. The furniture was plush and elegant. Sunlight streamed in from a skylight. Tapestries like something you’d find in the Cloisters hung from the walls. There were bookcases full of leather-bound books. I had no idea such luxury existed in the heart of seedy Times Square. The place was silent. The receptionist sat behind an enormous desk. I handed her the envelope. “Thank you,” she whispered.

I didn’t know it at the time, but what I had seen that day was power. At the Nederlanders, the power was scrappy and energetic. At the Shuberts, it was quiet, rich, abiding, and intimidating.

I never met the people who wielded that power during my internship. I barely met my boss, Liz McCann. She never bothered to learn my name—I was “the kid”—and to this day she has no memory of my having worked for her. Years later I told her she gave me my start in the theater. “I have that to add to my sins?” she said.

But I never forgot my brief glimpses of where the Shuberts and the Nederlanders conducted their affairs.

In 1989, just a few days after graduation, I landed a job as the managing editor of TheaterWeek, a tiny magazine run out of an old storage room at 28 West Twenty-Fifth Street. I started hearing the names Shubert and Nederlander all the time, and now that I had a perch in the theater world (on the lowest branch), I was determined to meet them.

I first saw Bernard B. Jacobs, the president of the Shubert Organization, in 1992 at a benefit for the United Jewish Appeal. He was being honored, and everybody in the room lined up to pay their respects. It was like the wedding scene in The Godfather. I introduced myself as the managing editor of TheaterWeek—and made no discernable impression.

I made a little more headway with Gerald Schoenfeld, the chairman of the Shubert Organization. He was voluble and engaging. Afterward, whenever I ran into him at an event, he was always happy to talk. But I didn’t get to know him well until after Jacobs’s death in 1996. By then I was the theater reporter for the New York Daily News and often called him for a quote. He was an excellent source. He didn’t leak stories, but he confirmed what I’d heard, and provided background and perspective.

I lunched with him at Frankie & Johnnie’s Steakhouse and spent afternoons in his office watching him at work. I was privy to everything, with the stipulation that my visits were off the record. He delighted in showing me around the executive offices, and regaled me with tales of working for J. J. Shubert, the youngest of the three brothers who founded the empire. I had a glimmer back then that there was a story to be told about the Shuberts and Broadway, but I had no idea I’d be the one to tell it.

I also got to know Philip J. Smith, who became second-in-command after Jacobs died. His knowledge of the Shuberts was vast, and he was a superb storyteller. He could remember who was in the room during a crucial meeting, where everybody sat, and what they said. He was close to Jacobs, and he impressed upon me how important Bernie and Jerry were to the Shubert Organization and Broadway in the 1970s, when Times Square was a mess, the theater business was in trouble, and New York City was careening toward bankruptcy.

I developed a friendship with Jacobs’s widow, Betty, and spent several summer weekends with her at her house on Shelter Island. One afternoon she showed me an interview Jacobs had done for the League of American Theaters and Producers shortly before he died. He gave a candid, funny, and insightful account of how he and Schoenfeld fought their way to the top of the Shubert empire and to the top of the American theater. Once again, I had a sense that there was a story to be told here.

I got to know James M. Nederlander, the man I saw with his feet up on his desk that day in 1987, through my friendship with his son Jimmy Jr. and Jimmy Jr.’s wife, Margo. Over a couple of dinners, Jimmy Sr. told me about the family theater business in Detroit and his early years in New York. “Senior loves talking to you,” Margo said. About five years ago, she asked if I would do some taped interviews with him for a possible memoir. I lunched with him once a week for about a year, enjoying colorful tales of his father’s rivalry with the Shubert brothers, and his own battles with Schoenfeld and Jacobs. For the third time, I remember thinking there was a story there.

As I got to know the Shuberts and the Nederlanders, I was covering—first for the News and then, starting in 1998, the New York Post—a Broadway that was emerging from the backwaters of the entertainment industry to become the multibillion-dollar global empire it is today.

In 1989, the first year I attended the Tony Awards, Broadway was so thin that only three shows were nominated for Best Musical—Starmites (a musical about the guardian angels of “Innerspace”), Black and Blue (a revue of songs by Fats Waller, Eubie Blake, and Duke Ellington), and Jerome Robbins’ Broadway (a revue of scenes and dances from the director’s famous musicals). Since then, I’ve covered Tony Awards that featured such musicals as Beauty and the Beast, Rent, The Lion King, Ragtime, The Producers, Hairspray, Chicago, Mamma Mia!, Wicked, Billy Elliot, and The Book of Mormon—productions that have played all over the world and made hundreds of millions of dollars.

I’ve also seen the neighborhood I’ve worked in for twenty-five years, Times Square, go from a squalid place people avoided to the shiny tourist attraction it is today. The Times Square of the 1980s never bothered me. It was rough but fun, and it felt like nowhere else in America. But I don’t deride the Times Square of 2015, which detractors bemoan as “Disneyfied.” The throngs of gaping tourists you have to thread your way through to get to the theater on a summer night can be exasperating. But cities change, and I’d rather a thriving, if touristy, Times Square than a sad, derelict one.

Physically, the Times Square of today has changed enormously from that of the seventies and eighties, except for West Forty-Fourth and Forty-Fifth Streets, which are still lined with Broadway theaters that were built in the early part of the twentieth century. Most of the businesses in Times Square have come and gone, but Broadway and its theaters have always been there.

“There’s only one Broadway, and it’s in New York,” said the narrator of the famous I Love New York TV commercials I watched as a kid in upstate New York in the seventies and eighties.

The connection between the fortunes of Broadway and New York was the key to pulling together all the stories I’d heard from Jerry Schoenfeld, Phil Smith, Betty Jacobs, and Jimmy Nederlander. Like the city itself, Broadway nearly collapsed in the 1970s. But a handful of people—the Shuberts, the Nederlanders, and some others you’ll meet in these pages—stood by it and shored it up. In so doing, they helped lift the fortunes of Times Square and, I think, New York City itself.

This book is about their struggle, and if it makes any impression at all I hope it’s that Broadway and its fractious band of colorful characters were as important to the survival of this city as any Wall Street titan, real estate magnate, civic leader, or politician.


CHAPTER ONE

The Ice Age

This is a very weird way to begin an investigation, David Clurman thought as he listened to the anonymous caller on the other end of the line.

A special assistant to the powerful New York State attorney general, Louis J. Lefkowitz, Clurman knew nothing about the economics of the Broadway theater. His speciality was real estate and securities. At thirty-five, he’d already made a name for himself as a tough investigator of the city’s powerful real estate magnates, authoring the first law in New York state history regulating the sales of co-ops and condominiums.

Important, to be sure; glamorous, hardly.

But here he was, sitting in his office at 80 Centre Street in the spring of 1963, listening to a fast-talking, agitated, self-described “angel,” which, as the caller explained to Clurman, was showbiz slang for backers of Broadway shows.

“I’m not going to give you my name,” the angel said. “But you should look into what goes on with the money on Broadway.”

Clurman asked why the angel was concerned.

“Well, I made an investment in a play, and the producer used the money to buy a lobster boat in Montauk.”

“A lobster boat?” Clurman said. This was indeed a strange way to begin an investigation.

But Clurman, who could smell flimflam down to the paperclips, was interested. He spent nearly an hour on the phone with the tipster, getting a crash course in the murky world of Broadway financing. Investors, it seemed, were in the dark about everything—production costs, weekly running costs, where the money they invested went, whether the shows were fully capitalized or not, how much they lost when they closed. Sometimes their money went into the productions they wanted to support; sometimes it wound up in shows they didn’t even know about. And sometimes it went to buy lobster boats in Montauk.

Producers wanted to take an angel’s money, give him a hug on opening night, give him some money if the show worked, and if it didn’t, well, that’s Broadway—it’s a crap shoot. Move on to the next show, next season. It’s going to be a surefire hit. Stick with me, the producers seemed to say, because I have a script on my desk right now that’s a winner.

“What about accountants?” Clurman asked. “Don’t you get a complete accounting of the production after it closes?”

“Accountants?” the caller responded, laughing. They just accept whatever documents the producers give them. Ledgers, balance sheets, profit and loss statements—they don’t exist on Broadway. Angels were like slot machine players. Bewitched by the twinkling lights, they put in quarter after quarter, hoping to hit the jackpot. And if they did—if they backed The Music Man, My Fair Lady, Oliver!—the quarters come so fast, who thought about where all those other quarters went?

Broadway’s a casino, New York City’s very own Las Vegas.

“Everything he told me was so antithetical to the whole idea of disclosure that it amazed me,” Clurman said, remembering the phone call nearly fifty years later.

Clurman thanked the caller and hung up. Something was going on here, he thought, something worth investigating. You can’t have a business in New York City—a business as high profile and as important to the life of the city as Broadway—that doesn’t abide by basic rules of accounting.

Financially, it sounded like the Wild, Wild West—with tap shoes.

Clurman left his office on the way to lunch, passing the room for “the boys,” as Attorney General Lefkowitz called the reporters who covered him. Lefkowitz, popular, charming, a politician who loved to be in the papers, liked the boys and had given them a room of their own near his office in the state office building. As Clurman walked by, he ran into Lawrence O’Kane, a reporter for the New York Times. Clurman liked O’Kane. He was smart, curious, fair. They’d talked about a number of cases Clurman had investigated, and he found O’Kane to be a good sounding board.

Clurman asked O’Kane if he knew anything about the theater. The Times, after all, was located on West Forty-Third Street, right in the heart of Broadway. It covered the theater aggressively and its critics and theater reporters—Brooks Atkinson, Sam Zolotow, Louis Funke—were, to Times readers, household names.

Not really, O’Kane said. Why?

Clurman recounted his conversation with the angel. He was talking to O’Kane as a friend, telling him about this odd call. There were no names mentioned, no talk of an investigation, just a general discussion about some funny business on Broadway.

O’Kane was interested. Clurman said he’d tell him if anything came of it.

  •  •  •  

The next morning, on his way to the subway, Clurman bought a copy of the New York Times. Standing on the platform, he glanced at the headlines above the fold—KENNEDY MEETING WITH MACMILLAN LIKELY JUNE 29–30; RISE IN TEEN-AGE JOBLESS PUSHES U.S. RATE TO 5.9%. Then he looked at the stories below the fold. One caught his eye. FINANCING PRACTICES IN THEATER UNDER BROADWAY INQUIRY BY STATE.

“A ‘far-reaching’ investigation of theatrical practices—both on and Off-Broadway—is under way in the office of the State Attorney General,” the article began. Lefkowitz, O’Kane wrote, “decided to make the investigation after a preliminary study had given indications of ‘peculiar’ financing methods in the industry and a possible need for corrective legislation.”

Clurman was stunned. Holy God, he thought. What is going on? He’d never dreamed that a casual conversation with one of the boys would wind up as front-page news in the New York Times. His preliminary study consisted of a few notes he’d scribbled on a yellow legal pad during the phone call.

When he arrived at 80 Centre Street, Lefkowitz summoned him to his office. “How come you didn’t tell me about this?” Lefkowitz demanded.

Clurman explained that he thought his conversation with O’Kane had been casual. It was not in any way, he said, an official announcement. Still, he added, it might be worth looking into the financial practices of Broadway. And, as this morning’s Times proved, it would get headlines.

“Can I conduct an inquiry into this to see what’s going on?” he asked.

Lefkowitz, enticed by headlines, gave him the go ahead.

Underneath his quiet, scholarly demeanor, Clurman had the investigating zeal of Inspector Javert. Let the hunt begin, he thought.

  •  •  •  

That morning, in Shubert Alley, the town square of Broadway, everybody was on edge. There had been investigations in the past about money flying around the theater. They always seemed to coincide with the election of the attorney general. But they never amounted to much. This one, however, made the front page of the New York Times, which meant that it was serious. Emanuel “Manny” Azenberg, then a young company manager, recalled, “Everybody that day was walking around with a little brown spot on the back of their pants.”

  •  •  •  

Clurman didn’t know where to begin. He was now in charge of a “far-reaching” investigation into the financial practices of Broadway about which, aside from being a casual theatergoer who had enjoyed My Fair Lady, he knew nothing.

And then he got another call.

If you were a lawyer in 1963, Morris Ernst was a name you knew. A founder of the American Civil Liberties Union, Ernst represented Random House in its fight to get James Joyce’s Ulysses published in the United States despite state-by-state laws against obscenity. A fixture of New York society, he had been close to Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and several Supreme Court justices. He loved the theater, and numbered among his friends Edna Ferber, Groucho Marx, E. B. White, and Charles Addams.

Ernst told Clurman he knew some people who were interested in his investigation. He invited Clurman to his apartment at Two Fifth Avenue that night for an informal meeting. Nothing official, he stressed. He just wanted to introduce Clurman to some theater people who, he thought, might be able to help him. “They think your investigation needs to be amplified,” Ernst said.

When Clurman arrived at Two Fifth Avenue, just north of Washington Square Park, he was introduced to an impressive array of theater people. Leland Hayward, tall, patrician, elegant, the son of a United States senator, seemed to be the leader. His productions included South Pacific, Mister Roberts, and Gypsy.

Gilbert Miller, son of the legendary producer Henry Miller, was there, too. Gilbert specialized in high-class plays—Shaw’s Candida, Anouilh’s Ring Around the Moon, Eliot’s The Cocktail Party.

Another impressive figure was Roger Stevens, one of the founders of the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and the National Endowment for the Arts. Dickie Moore, one-time child actor who starred in the Our Gang series, was there representing the Actors’ Equity Association, for which he was the public relations director. Representing the Dramatists Guild was Russel Crouse, coauthor of the book to The Sound of Music.

“This was not a bunch of little guys who invest in the theater,” Clurman recalled. “These were some very notable people.”

Hayward took the floor. Clurman’s investigation into the financial practices on Broadway was essential, he said. Clurman remembered thinking how unusual it was “for the people I was talking to want to be investigated.” But Hayward said too many of his colleagues were “kidnapping” investors’ money, and the investors were getting fed up. Money was becoming harder and harder to raise, and Broadway itself was in a precarious position. Its so-called golden age—from 1940 to 1960—was winding down. There had only been seventeen new shows in the 1962–63 season, many of them flops.

When Hayward finished speaking, somebody called out from the back of the room, “What about the ice?”

“Ice.” Other than being something you put in your drink, Clurman did not know the term. The room fell silent, and then Clurman’s education began.

Ice—ticket corruption—went as far back as Jenny Lind’s sold-out performances in 1850.1 “It has been a thriving fungus ever since,” William Goldman noted in his classic theater book, The Season.

Other theater historians say ticket corruption goes back much further, to ancient Athens, where you had to bribe someone to get a ticket for a sold-out run of Medea at the Theater of Dionysus.

Whatever its murky history, ice is a function of supply and demand. Broadway theaters seat, at most, eighteen hundred people. If a show’s a hit, a lot more than eighteen hundred people want to see it, and they want to see it from the best seat possible. The show is, of course, sold out, but somebody, usually a ticket broker, can help—for a price considerably higher than the face value of the ticket. To get that ticket, the broker has to bribe someone, usually someone in the box office. And that bribe—the difference between the face value of the ticket and the amount the broker paid to get his hands on it—is the ice.

The producers explained to Clurman how this black market worked. The top ticket price for a musical at the time was about ten dollars. This was, of course, before computers, so the tickets were hard tickets, kept in racks in the box offices. The men who ran the box offices controlled the tickets. Arthur Cantor, a producer and publicist in the early sixties, was desperate to get a pair of seats for a client to Neil Simon’s hit play Barefoot in the Park at the Biltmore Theatre. He called in a lot of favors, but to no avail. And then one afternoon, walking through Shubert Alley, he ran into the box office treasurer at the Biltmore. He asked if he could help. The treasurer smiled and said, “Let me see what the Rabbi has.” He pulled out a fistful of tickets—that weekend’s best orchestra locations.

A broker might pay a box office man five, ten, fifteen dollars above face value, depending on the popularity of the show, to get a ticket. The broker would then resell that ticket for as much as fifty dollars. The box office man pocketed the bribe, which because it was cash, was untraceable. It melted away, just like ice.

For years, the box office treasurers never asked for a raise. They didn’t need to. They were running, as one producer said, “their very own concession stand.”

There was a law on the books for years governing the reselling of tickets in New York. It restricted the broker markup to just a dollar fifty plus a fifteen-cent tax. The producers said nobody ever paid any attention to the law.

How much ice was there? Clurman wondered. No one could say for certain, but it flowed down Broadway as if a giant iceberg up in Washington Heights had melted. And, of course, no one ever paid taxes on ice.

Hayward and the others were upset that the ice was going to box office people (and others) who had nothing to do with creating the show. Money was being made off the work of producers, writers, directors. Many weren’t seeing any of it. Investors, too, were getting screwed.

And so was the public. Tickets were not available to hit shows because brokers had scooped them up. Brokers’ offices lined the side streets of Times Square. (Some were legitimate, but many were just hole-in-the-wall scalpers.) You had to have connections—or be willing to pay astronomical prices—to get into, say, Stop the World—I Want to Get Off! Hayward himself had once called the box office of one of his shows and been told the performance that night was sold out. But when he arrived at the theater he was dismayed to see rows of empty seats. The brokers had not been able to unload all their tickets.2

The regular theatergoer, Hayward said, was getting fed up with being told the show was sold out when brokers had tickets.

Clurman told the group, “If this relates to the use of funds that are coming in from investors, I suppose I could say I have jurisdiction to go into it.”

A solemn man with dark eyes whom Clurman had not noticed jumped up from his seat in the corner of the room and said, “This man knows the jokes!” The solemn man began to smile. Clurman recognized him—Richard Rodgers, composer of Oklahoma!, Carousel, and The King and I.

Rodgers, a producer as well as composer, hated ice. People were pocketing huge amounts of money from his hit shows, and neither he nor his investors ever saw a penny of it. He’d had fights with theater owners about ticket corruption.

In 1946, Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein produced Irving Berlin’s Annie Get Your Gun, starring Ethel Merman. Its out-of-town tryout was in Philadelphia at a Shubert theater. A local reporter went to the box office the day tickets went on sale and was told nothing in the orchestra was available for the run of the show. She was suspicious since the musical hadn’t even been advertised in the papers yet. So she called Oscar Hammerstein. He was flabbergasted. “Richard Rodgers and I have nothing to do with the distributions of tickets,” he said.3 Rodgers and Hammerstein were furious. They called Lee Shubert, the head of the company. Lee called the box office manager in Philadelphia and bellowed, “Get those goddamned tickets back, you hear me? I don’t want to know anything except you get those tickets!”

Orchestra seats to Annie Get Your Gun in Philadelphia became available. And Dick Rodgers became interested in what went on in the box offices of his shows.

  •  •  •  

Clurman left the meeting after nearly three hours determined to investigate Broadway. From what he’d heard, ticket scalping and misuse of investor money was out of control. Over the next six months, he interviewed, and in some cases subpoenaed, nearly three hundred people in the theater, from producers to theater owners, box office staffers to employees of companies that serviced Broadway productions. Some cooperated, but many took the Fifth Amendment.

But Clurman got hold of hotel records, which revealed that hundreds and hundreds of tickets had been directed to hotel concierges. He subpoenaed records from major New York corporations—banks and several textile companies—that paid huge amounts to brokers to secure seats to hit shows for their clients. He also found informants—“some pretty horrible little people,” he would say years later—who agreed to cooperate with his investigation.

As he nosed around Broadway he began to get some strange phone calls. One person told him, “Don’t stand too close to the edge of the subway platform.” Another caller asked if “he liked chorus girls.” When he said he wasn’t interested, the caller replied, “Oh, you’re that kind. Do you want some chorus boys?”

What Clurman uncovered during his six-month examination of Broadway stunned even so seasoned an investigator as himself. It wasn’t just that money was flying around, unaccounted for. Or that bribes were being paid under the table. He discovered a “train of aggravated corruption. Everybody,” he recalled, “was having a ball—and nobody was watching.”

There were scams of all sorts, about which angels knew nothing. For instance, if three trucks were required to bring scenery down from the shop to the theater, the trucking company might make out a bill for four—and the producer could pocket the money for the fourth, nonexistent, truck.

Suppliers of scenery, costumes, and lights admitted to giving kickbacks to producers and general managers (the people who run the day-to-day operations of a production) in exchange for contracts. On any one show, the kickbacks could amount to several thousand dollars.

Clurman, an expert in accounting, was shocked to discover such clauses in investment papers as this: “Our audit was conducted in accordance with generally accepted theatrical accounting principles. Such statements as to the operations and cash position of theatrical ventures do not customarily require the rendering of an opinion. No direct verification of assets or liabilities was undertaken.”

In plain English: “We have no idea if these statements are true.”

Clurman subpoenaed records from some productions, and discovered that on one show, which had been produced for $500,000, the books were kept in pencil. The numbers were smudged.

But the real money was in the ice. Clurman discovered that it wasn’t limited to box office personnel. Many people—theater owners, general managers, producers—were taking their cut. Anybody with access to tickets could flip them to brokers, including writers, directors, designers, and stars, who, in their contracts, were guaranteed at least two prime orchestra seats—“house seats”—a night.

Rudy Vallee, one of the stars of How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying, openly shopped his house seats around Times Square to the highest bidder, usually the Hollywood Ticket Office.

It was said that Frederick Loewe, the composer of Brigadoon and My Fair Lady, traded his house seats for fur coats from friends in the garment business. Many a chorus girl in a Frederick Loewe show was known to keep warm in the winter with one of Freddie’s furs. Clurman discovered that a Broadway leading lady—whose name he would not give up even fifty years after the fact—had a deal with a broker who paid her $10,000 a year for her house seats. A well-known Broadway producer had bags of cash delivered to his East Side town house every night.

The bigger the hit, the more the ice. And at that point, the longest-running show in Broadway history was My Fair Lady, which opened March 15, 1956, at the Mark Hellinger Theatre and closed September 29, 1962, after 2,717 performances. A few months after My Fair Lady opened, a Russian submarine, the Myest, disappeared in the Baltic Sea. The day news of the sinking appeared in the papers, Bernie Hart, general manager of My Fair Lady (and the brother of the director Moss Hart) told his staff that the Russians had located the sub. “It broke through the ice,” he said, laughing, “at the Hellinger!”I

Stanley Stahl, a Times Square real estate magnate, bought the Hellinger during the run of My Fair Lady. He did so, according to his friend Arthur Rubin, so he could get a cut of the ice from the box office.

My Fair Lady was produced by CBS, which put up $360,000. But even executives at CBS couldn’t get tickets to the show without going through brokers. Marion Branch, a secretary at CBS, told Clurman that she bought as many as five pairs of seats a week from brokers. She paid $50 a ticket—$500 a week, she said ($3,500 today)—and gave them to CBS clients.

During the course of his investigation, Clurman discovered that the distribution of tickets and bribes wasn’t limited to Broadway box offices. He discovered that one theater chain had centralized the black market in tickets. The Shubert Organization controlled seventeen of Broadway’s best theaters. The company also owned the Sardi Building on West Forty-Fourth Street, named after the famed Broadway restaurant housed on the ground floor. Four floors above Sardi’s was a room—504—set aside for a special purpose. Here brokers or their runners went to buy tickets for shows in Shubert theaters. Sometimes there was a line out the door. Clurman found a former runner—Melvin D. Hecht, a twenty-six-year-old “freelance writer” from Philadelphia—who told him that, every Monday, he would deliver an envelope stuffed with cash to a man in 504.4 The man was Murray Helwitz, a distant cousin of the three Shubert Brothers—Sam, Lee, and J. J.—who had founded the mighty theatrical empire.

The money was divided up in room 504 and distributed up and down the chain of command. A company manager who worked at a Shubert show at the time said, “I was going on vacation once, and the box office treasurer came up to me, handed me an envelope and said, ‘Have fun, kid.’ There was a hundred dollars in cash in the envelope.”

Manny Azenberg recalled, “Everybody knew about the ice. You couldn’t wait to become important so that you got your envelope.”II

The ticketing scandal reached right into the heart of Broadway’s biggest landlord—the Shubert Organization. Clurman spoke to many Shubert employees, many of whom took the Fifth Amendment. But two employees, he would later say, were “very helpful to my investigation.” They were J. J. Shubert’s lawyers and advisors—Gerald Schoenfeld and Bernard B. Jacobs. Middle-aged, low-key, always in the background, they seemed, Clurman would later say, to understand that the company was in peril. Several people in the organization were collecting hundreds of thousands of dollars—perhaps millions—every year without reporting any of it to the Internal Revenue Service.

“Along came these two guys, these two lawyers, and I got to know them,” Clurman said. “They were not stupid people. They were helpful. It was hard to figure out what their motivation was, but they were very helpful.”

In 2005, when the Shubert Organization renamed the Plymouth Theatre after Gerald Schoenfeld, then chairman of the board, Clurman sent him a note. “I want to congratulate you,” he wrote. “And I really believe that you’re one of the people who helped save the theater in 1963.”

  •  •  •  

Clurman had to make a decision. He had enough evidence—kickbacks, bribes, diverted funds—to bring down Broadway, not least its most powerful entity, the Shubert Organization. He believed that the ice flowed to the top of the company, right into the executive offices of Lawrence Shubert Lawrence Jr., the president and chief operating officer. But if Clurman brought the Shuberts down he might decimate Broadway itself. Who, after all, would look after those seventeen theaters, especially as Times Square was getting seedier and seedier and the theater business itself was losing ground to television? He went to his boss to talk it over. Lefkowitz agreed. We’ll hold hearings, he said, put them on notice, pass some laws governing theater investing and ticket distribution. But Broadway was vital to New York. It could not be wiped out.

“It would have been easy to indict a multitude of people,” Clurman said. “I knew some of these guys hated me, but I don’t think they realized that I saved their necks.”

  •  •  •  

Clurman opened his public hearings on Broadway’s financial practices on December 10, 1963. He began with a headline-grabbing number. Based on the evidence collected, the attorney general estimated that at least $10 million ($75 million today) in ice was collected each year on Broadway. All of it was in cash and tax-free. Most Broadway productions failed, Clurman pointed out. In the 1961–62 season, investors lost nearly $6 million, he calculated. But the well connected were hauling in millions—at the expense of other people’s money.

Broadway producers, general managers, box office personnel, and other theater people gathered at 80 Centre Street, and were called on to testify. One of the first to speak was David Merrick, then the most powerful producer on Broadway. Merrick’s string of hit shows included Fanny, Look Back in Anger, Irma La Douce, and Carnival!.

Merrick took the stand and said he knew little about ice. What he did know, he said, was rumor and conjecture. The term itself, he believed, was a turn-of-the-century political expression meaning “incidental campaign expenses.”

Clurman and just about everybody else in the room had to stifle laughs. David Merrick didn’t know about ice? His right-hand man was Jack Schlissel, as tough a general manager as they came on Broadway. Schlissel was Merrick’s enforcer. He did the negotiating, the hiring, and often, the firing. “He was a worm,” Richard Seff, a veteran agent, says. “Slimy.” His name, in Yiddish, meant “key” (shlisl), and the joke around Broadway was that if you wanted to get at the ice on a Merrick show, you had to have the key. Schlissel and Merrick made hundreds of thousands of dollars from ice.

Informants told Clurman that Merrick’s offices above the St. James were almost as busy in the black market for tickets as room 504 in the Sardi Building. What Clurman didn’t know was that as soon as news of his investigation broke, Merrick contacted his longtime property man and ordered him to remove filing cabinets from his office in the middle of the night and dump them into the Hudson River. The cabinets contained Merrick’s secret accounts of the cash flowing in from the ice, the kickbacks, and the various other schemes he was running. And here was David Merrick claiming he only knew the term as incidental campaign expenses.

Merrick’s other schemes—of which his investors and Clurman were unaware—included a little side business with the souvenir program. Merrick and Schlissel had a deal with a small-time printer named Abe Zamachansky. He printed the souvenir programs for Merrick’s shows. They were sold in the lobby for a dollar. It doesn’t sound like much, but on a hit show, playing a fifteen-hundred-seat theater eight times a week, packed with theatergoers who might want to take something home to remember their night on Broadway, those dollars added up. At the end of the week, Zamachansky would split the profits with Merrick and Schlissel. “No one got a piece of that but the three of them,” said an old associate of Merrick’s. “No one. No investors. No creative people. Nobody. It was a very profitable business. And when the creative people started demanding their share, Merrick stopped doing the book!”

As Clurman had discovered, financial documentation for Broadway shows was sketchy, at best. If Merrick’s investors had any idea how to read their contracts, they might—might—have discovered that a certain company was entitled to buy, at minimal cost, all the lighting and electrical equipment from Merrick’s shows when they closed. Merrick owned the company. He shipped the equipment to a warehouse in upstate New York and then rented it out to other shows in New York and around the country. The original investors in the show that had closed paid for lighting equipment. But only Merrick pocketed the money from its subsequent rental. Another small fortune was being made off Broadway’s oblivious angels.

Clurman called others to the stand. Every box office treasurer, he recalled, took the Fifth Amendment. But the CBS secretary, Marion Branch, testified, and so, too, did Melvin D. Hecht, the runner. He told about the payoffs he made every Monday morning to box office treasurers. He also said he carried two envelopes. One contained checks for the regular box office price of the tickets. The other contained cash. He distributed the checks to the box office.

“What did you do with the cash?” Clurman asked.

“I delivered it in person to an individual in an office building.”

Clurman had instructed Hecht not to name the person or the building, but everybody in the room knew he was talking about Murray Helwitz, the Shubert iceman, who worked out of room 504 in the Sardi Building.

After Hecht was done, Alvin Cooperman, a Shubert executive, took the stand and announced that the Shubert Organization “deplores any unethical practices in ticket selling and production investing.” Any Shubert employee who accepted ice “would be summarily dismissed.”5

Again, much of the room had to stifle a laugh.

At the end of the day, Merrick asked if he could return to the stand. He said he was “appalled” at what he’d learned that day, and he was “happy and delighted” that the attorney general was exposing such practices and “cleaning out the vermin.” He congratulated Lefkowitz and called the hearing “the best show of the season.”6

  •  •  •  

On December 26, 1963—just two weeks after the hearings that engulfed the Shubert Organization in scandal—J. J. Shubert, the last of the three brothers who built the empire, died of a cerebral hemorrhage in his penthouse apartment on the eleventh floor of the Sardi Building. He was eighty-six. On Broadway they called him the “Phantom,” as no one had seen him in years. It was an ironic nickname, though no one knew it at the time. Twenty-five years later, another phantom, the one with the mask, would make more money for the Shubert Organization than any other show in its one-hundred-year history.

J. J.’s dementia had set in around 1958, and by 1960 his mind was gone. He was bedridden in his apartment, surrounded by Louis XIV furniture he’d collected on long-ago trips to Europe. He was attended to by nurses and by his second wife, who let few people into the apartment. Those old confidants who were allowed to see this belligerent, brutal old despot said his face seemed fixed in a scowl.

Above a massive fireplace in his living room hung a painting of his only son, John, at the age of eight dressed like Little Lord Fauntleroy. J. J. had trained John to take over the Shubert empire. But in November 1962, John had died from a heart attack on a train to Clearwater, Florida. He was fifty-three.

The Shubert lawyers, Gerald Schoenfeld and Bernard B. Jacobs, fearing the news would kill the old man—or perhaps that he would not have grasped it at all—never told J. J. that his only direct heir, the only direct heir to his empire, was dead.



I. Bernie Hart was thought to be one of the funniest men on Broadway, much funnier than Moss, who with George S. Kaufman wrote the classic comedies You Can’t Take It with You and The Man Who Came to Dinner. After Moss’s play The Climate of Eden got slaughtered by the critics in Philadephia, Moss and Bernie took the train back to New York. As soon as they arrived, they headed to the Little Bar at Sardi’s. “Did you see those reviews, Bernie?” Moss said. “How are we ever going to get out of Philadelphia with those reviews? There is no way we can get out of Philadelphia with those reviews.” Bernie replied, “Moss, relax. We got out of Egypt. We’ll get out of Philadelphia.”

II. Five years later, Azenberg was offered his envelope. He was the general manager of Two Gentlemen of Verona, and it came by way of the box office. He met with his business partner, Eugene Wolsk, and they decided not to take it. “After the ’63 investigation, it was a felony,” Azenberg said.


CHAPTER TWO

The Phantom

By 1958 Henry Speckman had worked as a maintenance man for the Shubert Organization for forty-one years. Short and stocky, he was suffering from severe emphysema. He didn’t talk—he wheezed. His doctor told him he didn’t have much time left, even less if he kept working. He requested a meeting with Mr. J. J., as everyone called J. J. Shubert.

J. J. rarely met with anyone unless his two lawyers, Gerald Schoenfeld and Bernard Jacobs, were present. J. J. received people from behind a large desk in his sixth-floor office in the Sardi Building. The lawyers sat on either side of the desk, close to J. J. The “victim,” as the visitor was called, sat opposite J. J. The lawyers had their backs to the “victim” so he could not make out what they were whispering. Speckman was the victim that day. He came in, wheezing as usual.

“Mr. J. J.,” he began, “I’ve been with Shubert for forty-one years, but I can no longer work. I’ve got emphysema, and I’ve checked on my insurance and it’s not enough. I can’t live on it. Even with the social security, it’s just not enough. I was wondering, Would you give me something to help supplement it? Something more in my pension, maybe . . . .”

J. J. glared at him. “How long did you say you were here?”

“Forty-one years.”

“I’ve taken care of you for forty-one years,” J. J. replied. “Now go and find someone else to take care of you.”

“That’s the way he was,” Jacobs would recall nearly forty years later. “He was not conscious of the fact he was cruel or mean. After all, he grew up in a world in which he and his brothers came out of nothing. And they clawed their way to become the dominant force in the American theater.”

Short, thick, rumpled, and prone to titanic rages, J. J. ran his empire, which at one point included twenty theaters in New York and another fifty or so around the country, with an imperious hand. Since 1953, when his only partner, his brother Lee, died, he answered to no one. He was surrounded by courtiers who every day at six vied to take up the box of papers for Mr. J. J. to sign in his penthouse. He who had the box had the king’s ear, at least for the night.

J. J. was grooming his son, John, to take over one day. But he was not ready to relinquish control yet, and John often feared his father would never do so. In fact, there were times when John feared his father might throw him out of the company. If he made a bad decision, J. J. would explode and scream, “You’re fired.”1

J. J. told his underlings, “My son has no more authority here than the porters in my theaters.”2

Once, when John refused to ride in a car with one of J. J.’s mistresses, his father punched him in the face. When, in a divorce case in 1916, his first wife, Catherine Mary, accused him of having caught syphilis from hookers, he struck back by denying John was even his son. John’s real father, J. J. swore under oath, was one of Catherine Mary’s many lovers.

J. J.’s brutal treatment of actors, directors, chorus girls, even his own family, was legendary. He screamed, he bullied, and sometimes he lashed out physically at those who displeased him. A notorious incident occurred in 1911 involving a showgirl named Peggy Forbes. A grandniece of President Zachary Taylor, Forbes was confident, even a bit arrogant. J. J. didn’t like her attitude. He preferred chorus girls who were subservient in every way. One day after a matinee at the Winter Garden Theatre, he fired her. As she later recounted in court, she marched up to him and said, “Mr. Shubert, are you a man or are you a monkey?” and then turned to walk away. Enraged, J. J. spun her around and smacked her twice in the face. She sued him, claiming the assault left her with a swollen eye and a bleeding lip. The suit made the papers, and everybody had a good laugh at J. J.’s expense. He hit Miss Forbes, he said, only after she’d stuck him with a hatpin. J. J. produced several witnesses, all Shubert employees, who backed up the hatpin story and added another detail—Miss Forbes brought whiskey backstage! Willie Klein, the longtime Shubert lawyer who cleaned up many a mess after a J. J. temper tantrum, settled the case out of court.

J. J. had no sense of humor, but his outbursts could be funny, even if he wasn’t in on the joke. “There is only one captain of this ship,” he once bellowed. “The director and me!”

One day, while inspecting the Majestic Theatre, one of his finest musical houses, he was told that the seats at the rear of the orchestra were fraying and needed to be re-covered.

“The only thing I want covering my seats are asses!” he responded.

J. J.’s employees—there were over twelve hundred at one point—were always falling in and out of favor with the boss. J. J. kept a mental list of where they stood when it came time to pass out Christmas bonuses. He sat at his desk with stacks of one-, five-, ten-, and twenty-dollar bills in front of him. His secretary would hand him an envelope with an employee’s name on it, and J. J. would select bills from the various piles. If he liked the person, he’d take, perhaps, two from the five-dollar pile and one from the twenty-dollar pile. But then he might remember that the employee had not been deferential enough to him at the last opening night. So he’d retrieve the envelope and take out one of the fives. Or perhaps the employee had said a cheery good afternoon to him last summer in Shubert Alley, and he’d add another five. Bernie Jacobs once joked that passing out Christmas bonuses at the Shubert Organization took until February.

J. J.’s kingdom extended from West Forty-Fourth Street, where he owned the Shubert, the Broadhurst, and the Majestic Theatres as well as the Sardi Building, to West Fifty-Fourth Street, where he controlled the George Abbott Theatre (torn down in 1970—a Hilton Hotel occupies the site today). He prowled his ten-block domain at all hours of the day, often popping into a theater unannounced to observe his employees. The only person who ever seemed to know where he was at all times was Kitty Hall, the gravelly-voiced chief telephone operator who worked at a switchboard above the Shubert Theatre. If she thought a conversation was going to be interesting, she’d plug in. If it was boring, she’d click off. Kitty had her favorites among the army of Shubert employees. Whenever she got wind that J. J. was coming around for a surprise inspection, she’d ring them up with the alert, recalled Philip J. Smith, who today is chairman of the Shubert Organization. (Smith joined the Shuberts in 1957.)

“He’s coming, kid,” she said. “He’s on his way over.”

“If she didn’t like you, she’d let you suffer the results when J. J. showed up,” Smith said. “And then J. J. would wander in and scowl at everybody.”

J. J. ruled his empire from his sumptuous penthouse on the eleventh floor of the Sardi Building. The lighting fixtures in the vast living room had been obtained from the old Knickerbocker Hotel in Times Square, and there was a glass ceiling, fashioned by Tiffany’s, above the dining room table. The most prominent feature of the apartment was a three-ton, intricately carved wrought-iron door J. J. picked up from a palazzo in Venice. In the center of the door was a bas-relief of a woman with six breasts. J. J. acquired two such doors, but installing the first one was such trouble—it took ten men to haul it up to his apartment—he consigned the other to the basement of the Cort Theatre, where it languished in a crate for decades. (That second door seems to have vanished; nobody at the Shubert Organization today has any idea where it is.)

J. J. lived in his penthouse with his second wife, Muriel. They met in 1921. She was a chorus girl in one of his shows at the Winter Garden. They’d been companions for years, marrying in 1951. Muriel was on the Shubert payroll. Every week, she was issued a check for $546.38. As soon as she got her hands on the check, she’d call one of the Shubert box office treasurers to see if he could cash it for her. Once she had the money in hand, her chauffeur, Pablo, would drive her to the Empire Bank where she’d put the cash in a safety deposit box. “No one ever knew what Muriel did with her money,” said an old Shubert employee. “Maybe she was planning on making a fast getaway.”

  •  •  •  

J. J. was the youngest of the three Shubert brothers. They were born in Eastern Europe, though no one knows where exactly. Foster Hirsch, in The Boys from Syracuse, writes that they probably came from a small town on the border of Poland and Germany. Their father, David, was a peddler and a smuggler—he smuggled tea across the border into Germany, which had levied a steep tax on tea. He married their mother, Katrina Helwitz, in 1870. In 1881, like millions of other Jews fleeing pogroms and starvation, David and Katrina packed up their family—their three sons, Levi (the oldest), Sam, Jacob, and their three daughters, Fanny, Sarah, and Lisa—and emigrated to America.

David was a difficult man. He showed no interest in working, preferring instead to spend his days praying. He was also a secret drinker. He would eventually become a full-blown alcoholic, and it may well have been his failure as a provider—and his unquenchable thirst for a drop—that turned his sons into workaholics and fueled their enormous ambition. Though alcohol has always been the social lubricant of choice in the theater, Sam, Lee, and J. J. were noted for their abstinence.

David, Katrina, and their children lived for a time in Queens with Katrina’s relatives, the Helwitzes. But the Helwitzes soon became fed up with David’s freeloading, so they kicked the family out. The Shuberts headed to Syracuse, New York, where one of David’s sisters had emigrated a few years before. They moved into a dilapidated house next to the railroad tracks in the Seventh Ward, the Jewish ghetto. That first winter, they had almost nothing to eat, and Lisa, the youngest and frailest child, died of starvation. David had no choice but to work. He managed to get hold of some dry goods, strapped a sack on his back, and sold his wares throughout upstate New York. But, as always, he was a failure, blaming his misfortune not on the real culprit—whiskey—but what he said were debilitating bouts of rheumatism.

It fell to Levi, the oldest child, to help the old man earn a living. He became a peddler, too, at the age of ten. But Levi, who could barely read, had a knack for business, and soon was outstripping his father in earnings. Levi, whose jet-black hair and eyebrows, unsmiling lips, and slightly slanted eyes gave him the whiff of the “inscrutable Oriental,” as a phrase of the time had it, also ran bets for a bookie on baseball games and prize fights. After a stint in a cigar store, and with the backing of a rich Jewish merchant, he went into business for himself. He opened a haberdashery shop in downtown Syracuse. But as Shubert biographer Hirsch writes, “he found the work tedious” and spent most of his time staring “at the bustling main street of downtown Syracuse.”3

While Levi stared out his shop window, dreaming perhaps of bigger, more exciting things to do, J. J. started hawking newspapers. Sam went to work as a shoeshine boy. Delicate, thin, and often ill, Sam was a pretty boy with a sensuous mouth and a faraway look in his black eyes. Katrina fretted over him all the time, but he was not a mama’s boy. He turned out to be tougher and even more ambitious than Levi. Sam envisioned the empire he and his brothers would create.

It all began one frigid winter afternoon outside the Grand Opera House in downtown Syracuse. Sam was there with his shoeshine kit, bereft of customers and shivering in the cold. The manager of the opera house, Charles Plummer, noticed the frail boy standing out in the snow and invited him in to see the show—The Black Crook, generally thought to be the first American musical. Sam was entranced. The world of songs, sets, actors, and makeup—the world of make-believe—must have been a tremendous escape from the harsh world of poverty and hunger in that dilapidated house by the railroad tracks.

Plummer, a well-known figure about town, took an instant liking to Sam, and offered him a job at a dollar fifty a week selling programs, according to Foster Hirsch in The Boys from Syracuse. Sam learned everything he could about the theater business. Within a few months, Plummer put him in the box office, the “sanctum sanctorum in the Shubert saga,” Hirsch writes. Sam had a talent for figures and could tally up the day’s receipts in his head. He was the first Shubert—and there would be a long line of them—to obsess over weekly grosses.

Sam proved so adept a ticket seller at the Grand that he came to the attention of the manager of Syracuse’s leading theater, the Wieting. The manager offered him a job as box office treasurer and within a few months—the year was 1891—he was promoted to house manager. His first hire was his brother Levi, whom he put in charge of the ushers.

While working at the Wieting, Sam met the man who would instill in him the dream of one day becoming a theatrical impresario himself. The theater attracts some odd characters, but few as odd as David Belasco. Born in San Francisco in 1853, he wrote his first successful play when he was nineteen and moved to New York. He churned out a play a season, mostly melodramatic twaddle with titles such as Polly with a Past and The Harem. Of the seven hundred plays he wrote or directed, only two have endured—Madame Butterfly and The Girl of the Golden West—and that’s only because Puccini turned them into operas. The critic George Jean Nathan called Belasco the “Rasputin of Broadway” because his plays were such hokum. He retaliated by having a mural painted in his theater—the Belasco on West Forty-Fourth Street—depicting the beheading of a knight. The knight resembled Nathan, the executioner Belasco.

Belasco was obsessed with realism on stage. One of his plays was set in a boarding house, so he scoured New York for an actual boarding house, bought it, took it apart, and reassembled it on stage. To get the type of scream he wanted from a leading lady, he snuck up behind her at rehearsal and stuck her with a hatpin. When a show wasn’t going well, he’d take out his pocket watch, throw it on the stage, and stamp it to bits in front of the cast. He had a trunk full of pocket watches for just such a display of temper.

But his greatest eccentricity was his dress. He strutted around Broadway in priestly garb, right down to the white collar and rosary beads. No one knew why. Some said that as a teenager he contemplated entering a monastery. Others said he once played a priest and, believing it to have been his finest performance, decided to spend the rest of his life in costume. Cynics said he was an egomaniac who just wanted to draw attention to himself. Another of Belasco’s nicknames was the “Bishop of Broadway.”

Which is not to say he practiced celibacy. He bedded most of his leading ladies. He enticed them to his penthouse above the theater, which was designed like a gothic cathedral, complete with crosses, gargoyles, and a confessional in the front hall. The actress would have to “confess” her sins, removing an article of clothing for each offense.

Belasco was still an up-and-comer when he arrived in Syracuse with a play called May Blossoms. He needed four local boys to fill out the cast. He selected three from a nearby elementary school and found the fourth, little Sam Shubert, working at the Wieting. Sam fell under Belasco’s spell. The acting bug never bit Sam, but watching the charismatic Belasco at work, the producing bug did. With Belasco’s encouragement, Sam went around to some rich Jewish businessmen in Syracuse and raised the money for his very first production, a farce from New York called A Texas Steer by Charles Hoyt. Sam produced it at the Wieting and then toured it in upstate New York and New England.

He had the bit in his mouth now. He brought J. J. to the Wieting as an assistant manager. He produced a couple of long-forgotten plays by Hoyt, but realized that a producer had only so much power. A producer was at the mercy of theater owners. They decided what to book and what to evict. Real estate. That’s where the authority—and the money—were. So Sam, with money from those Jewish merchants who had invested in his first play, took a lease on the Bastable, a second-class theater in Syracuse. He fixed it up and trumpeted his productions as “direct from New York.” The Shubert appetite for theaters was born, and a year later, 1899, he got control of the Grand Opera House, where he’d begun his career twelve years earlier.

Sam installed Lee and J. J. at the Bastable and the Grand, and then, with the backing of many of his original investors in A Texas Steer, snapped up second-rate theaters in Rochester, Utica, Troy, and Albany.

The theaters were second-rate—that is, small and shabby—because the large, sparkling playhouses were already under the control of the Syndicate.

One of the most powerful monopolies in the history of show business, the Syndicate, at the turn of the century, controlled almost every major theater in every major city across the country. It was formed over lunch in 1896 at the Holland House in New York. Five of the most powerful managers in the theater—Abe Erlanger, Charles Frohman, Al Hayman, Marc Klaw, and Sam Nixon—gathered that afternoon and brought order to the chaos of booking theaters in America.

The Syndicate could impose order because its five founders each controlled the best theaters in all the big cities. Together, they had a chain of playhouses stretching from one end of the continent to the other. They could now pick and choose which shows would play where and when. Producers, playwrights, and actors found themselves at their mercy. If they did not abide by the Syndicate’s terms—and they grew more onerous with each new theatrical season—they would be locked out of the best theaters in America.

Abe Erlanger was the dominant force in the Syndicate, which had its headquarters above the New Amsterdam Theatre on West Forty-Second Street. He was a vicious tyrant, who revelled in crushing anyone who defied him. Brooks Atkinson, the gentle, scholarly New York Times critic who never said a bad word about anyone, described Erlanger as a “fat, squat, greedy, crude egotist who had no interest in the theater as an art or as a social institution. He was a dangerous enemy.”4

Erlanger revered Napoleon and stocked his office with actual guns, drums, and swords from Napoleon’s battles. He posed for his official portrait with his right hand thrust into his shirt at his breast.

Erlanger was only vaguely aware of the Shuberts as Sam was building up his little circuit in upstate New York, which by now included the small Baker Theater in Rochester. But when the owner of the Lyceum, Rochester’s best theater, bristled at Erlanger’s terms (the Syndicate wanted 50 percent of the profits from every show that played at the theater), Erlanger decided to anoint the Shuberts’ little Baker Theater as the official Syndicate house in Rochester. Sam agreed to the terms because it meant he’d get all the best attractions from New York. But then the owner of the Lyceum, fearing his theater would end up with second-rate shows, relented. Erlanger preferred the Lyceum and rerouted his productions there. The Shuberts would now get the ­second-rate goods. They were in no position to fight the double cross—yet. But they never forgot it. And within one year they marched on to Erlanger’s turf—New York City.

  •  •  •  

It was inevitable that a producer as restless and ambitious as Sam Shubert would make a run at New York. With at least fifty productions—farces, melodramas, operettas, revues—opening every year in theaters stretching from Union Square to Longacre Square (soon to be renamed Times Square when the New York Times opened its headquarters there), New York was the engine of the American theater. Sam had to be there to see what the latest hits were and bargain for shows to fill his upstate theaters. Because of his connection to Belasco, he met all the major theatrical personalities of the era. He became especially close to a group of powerful actors who had begun to chafe under the dominance of the Syndicate.

Sam arrived in New York in 1900 set on finding his own theater. But the Syndicate controlled the best houses. So, just as he’d done in Syracuse, Sam had to settle for a second-rate house, the Herald Square, which stood directly across from what today is Macy’s department store. His backers were those same Jewish merchants from Syracuse who’d been with him from the start.

Theaters, then as now, had reputations. If something was booked at, say, Charles Frohman’s Empire on Forty-Second Street, audiences knew it would be first-class. The Herald was low-rent. But the truth is there’s no such thing as a bad house—just a bad show. To come up in the world, all a theater needs is a production people want to see. Sam needed a star attraction for the Herald, and that, he decided, would be the great actor Richard Mansfield. Using all his youthful charm as well as generous terms, Sam convinced Mansfield to appear as a supercilious dandy in Booth Tarkington’s Monsieur Beaucaire. Mansfield was delightful in the role, and suddenly the down-at-the-heels Herald shot up in the world. Mansfield returned a year later, and scored another triumph as Brutus in Julius Caesar.

Sam now went on another buying spree, acquiring leases on the Princess, a burlesque house at Broadway and Twenty-Ninth Street, and the Casino, a Moorish palace ten blocks north. And then, once again following in the footsteps of Belasco, he decided to build a theater of his own. He opened the Lyric Theatre on West Forty-Second Street on October 12, 1903. His premiere attraction was his favorite headliner, Richard Mansfield, who starred in the play Old Heidelberg.

Across the street from the Lyric, Klaw and Erlanger had just moved into their new headquarters, the New Amsterdam. From his office above the theater, Erlanger could see little Sam Shubert from Syracuse moving up in the world, Erlanger’s world. Erlanger vowed to destroy Sam Shubert. He summoned Sam and Lee (J. J. was in Syracuse running the theaters upstate) to his office one day and told them, “Go back to Syracuse. There is no place for you in the theatrical business. It belongs to us.”5

Erlanger always made good on his threats. He put out the word to everyone connected to the Syndicate—producers, playwrights, theater managers, and stars—that if they did business with the Shuberts, they would be cast out of his kingdom. This edict meant, effectively, that the Shuberts would be denied first-class attractions to fill their theaters, and that any show they produced would be barred from playing first-class Syndicate theaters around the country.

But Sam did not flinch. There was only one way to battle Erlanger—acquire more theaters (build them, if necessary) and produce first-rate attractions of his own. Sam spearheaded the strategy with the quiet counsel of Belasco. He had in Lee and J. J. the loyalest of foot soldiers. There were plans to construct Shubert theaters in New York and up and down the East Coast. Sam also headed to London, where the Syndicate had no power, and built the Waldorf Theatre. As Erlanger tightened the noose—some Shubert theaters were sitting dark for lack of product—Sam lined up major stars who’d had enough of Erlanger’s bullying. The actress Minnie Maddern Fiske, who chafed under Syndicate control, inspired Sam. Barred from playing Syndicate houses, she performed in tents. Her shows were sold out. To pry stars away from the Syndicate, Sam offered generous contracts, which sometimes meant the Shuberts might just break even on an attraction—but they would have it in their theater. Fay Templeton and Lillian Russell joined Mansfield in the Shubert stable. Sam also lined up the great Sarah Bern­hardt for a farewell tour of America. He offered her the astronomical sum of $1,800 a day for the two-hundred-performance tour. She insisted on being paid in gold before each show. The Syndicate struck back by refusing to book Bernhardt in cities where Sam didn’t have theaters. But Sam had the example of Mrs. Fiske to follow, and he put Bernhardt in tents, town halls, ice-skating rinks, and, in one case, on the side of a hill.

By 1905, the Shuberts had theaters in Boston, Cleveland, Chicago, Buffalo, and St. Louis. Sam had his eye on the Duquesne in Pittsburgh. The Syndicate pressured its owners not to give Sam a lease, and Sam hit back with a restraint of free trade suit. The night before a court appearance, he took the train from New York to Pittsburgh with his lawyer, William Klein, and another associate, Abe Thalheimer. Belasco had planned to join them but canceled at the last minute. Outside Harrisburg, in the dead of night, the speeding passenger train approached a work train parked on a curve in the track. The passenger train nicked one of the cars of the work train. There was a huge explosion. The car was packed with dynamite. The passenger train flew off the tracks, engulfed in flames.

Thalheimer, who was thrown from the train, ran back to the car where Sam and Klein had berths. He found Sam stuck in his berth, which was on fire. Thalheimer pulled him out and saw that Sam’s legs were black and smoking. He then rescued an unconscious Klein. Sam was taken to the Commonwealth Hotel. Third-degree burns covered the lower half of his body. But he was conscious and managed to give a couple of phone interviews to newspaper reporters in New York. “I could feel the flame curling up the side of my berth, and it was eating into my legs,” he said.6

Lee was in London, so J. J. raced to Harrisburg with his mother, sisters, and the family’s personal doctor. When they arrived at the hotel, Sam was in a coma. He died at 9:30 a.m. on May 12, 1905. He was thirty years old. “The serious nature of his injuries was not known here,” the New York Times reported, “and his death was unexpected.”

Sam S. Shubert was buried on May 14, 1905, at Salem Fields Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York. At the start of every new theater season in the fall, Lee and J. J. “reverentially visited the grave of their genius brother,” the Times noted three years later.

In the final year of his life, J. J., the Phantom of the Sardi Building, rarely uttered a word. But every now and then, he would open his eyes and whisper, “Sammy.”


CHAPTER THREE

Mr. Lee and Mr. J. J.

After Sam’s funeral, the question in New York theater circles—and certainly in the Syndicate’s head offices in the New Amsterdam Theatre—was: Would Lee and J. J. carry on? Sam’s death shattered Lee. J. J., who hadn’t strayed too far from Shubert operations in upstate New York, was unknown around Broadway. Erlanger did not press his advantage in the wake of Sam’s death. Despite their battles, he and Sam had still managed to do some business together. The theater was a small world and they were bound to become involved with each other one way or another. A few months after Sam’s death, Lee asked to meet with Erlanger. He told Erlanger neither he nor J. J. had any desire to keep the war going, according to Jerry Stagg, author of The Brothers Shubert. They didn’t even want to expand the empire anymore and would consider selling some of their theaters to Erlanger. Without Sam at the helm, Lee and J. J. were adrift.

The white flag waving across his desk, Erlanger could have reached out and grabbed it. There were just a couple of details to hammer out. Sam had a contract with his beloved friend Belasco stipulating that in some cities Shubert theaters would book upcoming Belasco productions. Lee asked Erlanger to honor the contract.

“I don’t honor contracts with dead men,” Erlanger said.

Lee “turned pale with rage and stalked out,” Stagg writes. Lee told J. J. what Erlanger had said. J. J. replied, “We’ll kill the son of a bitch.”1

And they did, the only way they knew how. They started acquiring and building more theaters—and producing more attractions—with which to crush the Syndicate. Lee had a knack for real estate. He liked to buy whole blocks, so that the only theaters that could be built on them were Shubert theaters. He acquired land between Forty-Fourth and Forty-Fifth Streets behind the Astor Hotel and built the Booth Theatre and the Sam S. Shubert Memorial Theatre (“Memorial” eventually would be dropped because it made the place sound more like a tomb than a theater). A little thoroughfare ran between the hotel and the theaters. The Astor owned one half, the Shuberts the other. In time, the thoroughfare would become known as Shubert Alley, the heart of the Broadway theater district. The Shuberts still own half of it. The other half once belonged to real estate magnate Jerome Minskoff, who tore down the Astor Hotel in 1968 and built One Astor Plaza, which contains the Minskoff Theatre. Shubert Alley is a private street. The Shubert Organization allows pedestrians to cut through the alley, and limousines that ferry Shubert executives around town are parked there.

In addition to building the Booth and the Shubert, Lee also acquired the gigantic Hippodrome on Forty-Third Street and Sixth Avenue. He installed an enormous water tank onstage in which more than a dozen chorus girls swam around dressed as mermaids in a watery spectacle called Neptune’s Daughter.

J. J., meanwhile, wanted a theater of his own. One day he walked past the American Horse Exchange, which had been built by William K. Vanderbilt, on Broadway between Fiftieth and Fifty-First Streets. As horses trotted about the arena, J. J. imagined a theater to house lavish Shubert spectacles. He struck a deal with Vanderbilt—$40,000 a year for forty years, according to Shubert biographer Foster Hirsch—and transformed the horse arena into the Winter Garden Theatre. (Trusses from the horse exchange can still be seen on the roof of the Seventh Avenue side of the theater.) The Winter Garden became home to The Passing Show, the Shuberts’ lucrative response to Florenz Ziegfeld’s Follies. The Passing Show, which ran from 1912 to 1924, was, of course, over the top. Each show featured what was always called “a bevy” of scantily clad showgirls who paraded up and down a runway that stretched into the audience. The runway was dubbed “the Bridge of Thighs.” Writers of The Passing Show revues included George Gershwin, Jerome Kern, Irving Caesar, and Sigmund Romberg, who would become something of a Shubert in-house composer.

But J. J.’s most significant discovery was Al Jolson, who appeared in the first Passing Show in blackface singing “Paris Is a Paradise for Coons.” Jolson became a star attraction at the Winter Garden, appearing there (at an ever increasing salary) until 1926, when he left to make movie history singing “My Mammy” in The Jazz Singer.

Lee and J. J. also acquired or built theaters in Chicago, Philadelphia, New Haven, and Boston, where the brothers would eventually control most of the land around Boston Common. Against the backdrop of this real estate spree, the war with Erlanger raged on. Much of it was fought in newspapers controlled or heavily influenced by the Syndicate, which was a major advertiser. Erlanger’s ink-drenched weapon of choice was the Morning Telegraph, which hounded the Shuberts. Telegraph critics, who were on Erlanger’s payroll, ripped into any production under the Shubert banner. Editorials blasted the Shuberts for putting on smutty shows. Gossip columnists insinuated Lee and J. J. were running their brother Sam’s business into the ground. Fashion writers mocked them for their taste in clothes—Lee, drab and conservative; J. J., an unmade bed.

But as always, the Shuberts gave as good as they got. They started their own newspaper—the New York Review—in 1909 and returned volley for volley. The man who did most of the shooting was the Shuberts’ publicity chief, the fantastically named A. Toxen Worm. Born in Denmark, he was called the “Great Dane” by Shubert Alley wags. He wrote article after article attacking the Syndicate for being a corrupt monopoly. He always referred to Erlanger as “Little Abie.” Aided by Worm’s gift for invective, the Shuberts, as historian Foster Hirsch notes, positioned themselves as Davids against the Syndicate’s Goliath. Increasingly, producers and stars supported them as welcome competition for the Syndicate. They also had youth on their side. Lee and J. J. were only in their twenties; Erlanger and his henchmen were in their fifties. Their time was running out, and by the 1920s the Syndicate was beginning to fray. Charles Frohman went down with the Lusitania in 1915, and three other members—Samuel Nixon, Fred Zimmerman, and Al Hayman—retired. Marc Klaw, Erlanger’s closest crony, turned on him. He accused Erlanger in several lawsuits of financial shenanigans.

The Syndicate was falling apart, historian Peter A. Davis writes in Inventing Times Square, because it was organized as an “informal pool” that allowed its original members to go their own way whenever they wished. As a result, in the face of competition from the Shuberts and the burgeoning movie business, the Syndicate eroded as its associates scrambled to save their own businesses.

The Shuberts were a highly centralized company. Though they frequently raised money from outside investors, Lee and J. J. made all the decisions.

The stock market crash of 1929 ruined Erlanger. He died, broke, on March 7, 1930. The Shuberts had won the battle, and in a final gesture of contempt they bought Erlanger’s Theatre on West Forty-Fourth Street and renamed it the St. James.

  •  •  •  

Lee and J. J. were now the most powerful theater owners and producers in America. On the eve of the Great Depression they owned thirty theaters in New York and another thirty around the country. Having become something of a Syndicate themselves, they also controlled the booking of productions at seven hundred and fifty other theaters. Historian Ken Bloom notes that at the time they were pulling in $1 million a week at the box office ($14 million today). They wielded enormous power but, having watched the imperious Syndicate rack up so many enemies, they did so quietly. The Shuberts, it was said, were tough—but they wouldn’t kill you. Lee could be downright generous to producers he liked. Toward the end of his life, Lee took a liking to a young ticket agent turned producer named Michael Abbott. Abbott produced his first Broadway play, Late Love with Arlene Francis, at the Booth Theatre. Reviews were lukewarm and the show struggled. Lee waived the rent and the show ran for six months.

Lee and J. J. conducted business from opposite sides of West Forty-Fourth Street. J. J. was ensconced in the Sardi Building, while Lee operated out of a small, circular office above the Sam S. Shubert Theatre. The office was right next to a walk-in safe. “Lee liked to be right near the money,” an old Shubert employee once said. Lee’s office was part of a spacious penthouse above the theater. He lived “above the store.” His living room, painted burgundy, overlooked West Forty-Fourth Street. Its outstanding feature was a massive, hand-crafted grandfather clock from London. His bedroom looked down on the Broadhurst Theatre. He also had a library, stocked with leather-bound first editions of the classics. They remain unread today, some of the pages still uncut. Lee read contracts and scripts, not books.

Lee worked through the night and never got up before noon. At four o’clock every afternoon, his barber came up to the apartment to give him a shave. When the barber was finished, Lee often entertained one of the chorus girls in his shows. “He didn’t only get a shave in that chair,” a longtime Shubert employee said, “he also got blowjobs from the ‘Five O’Clock Girls,’ as they were called.”

Lee and J. J. were notorious around Broadway for their sexual prowess. Chorus girls regularly paraded up to their offices. And sometimes they didn’t even get that far. J. J. often enjoyed his girls in the stairwell of the Shubert Theatre.

Lee fathered at least one child out of wedlock—Barry Bond—whose mother, Frederica, had been a showgirl. A few years after Lee’s death, John Shubert, J. J.’s son who was being groomed to take over, called Phil Smith, an assistant box office treasurer, into his office. “You’ll understand, Phil, that we’ll have to look out for Barry,” he said. Smith replied, “I understand, Mr. John.” Nothing more was said. “He didn’t have to draw a picture for me,” Smith recalled.I

Lee acquired the nickname the “Wooden Indian” because he was always tan. A. J. Liebling, who profiled the brothers for the New Yorker in 1939, reported that on summer mornings, Lee could be found in Central Park asleep in the open tonneau of his Isotta Fraschini “with his face turned towards the sun.”2 Richard Seff, a young agent in the 1950s, would sometimes see Lee in Shubert Alley. “He seemed like a mummy,” Seff said. “He was very prune-faced.”

Lee and J. J.—or Mr. Lee and Mr. J. J. as employees called them—divided up the running of their empire. Lee favored nonmusical plays, booking them into the smaller Shubert theaters. J. J. preferred musical revues and operettas, especially by his favorite composer, Sigmund Romberg. The Shuberts produced countless revivals of Romberg’s treacly The Student Prince, and had a warehouse in Fort Lee, New Jersey, where they kept the sets. Some of the furniture from The Student Prince wound up in offices in the Sardi Building and above the Shubert Theatre.

Most nights after the curtains came down at their theaters, Lee and J. J. held court at separate tables in the bar of the Astor Hotel. They were accessible—managers, agents, directors, anyone with a question or a problem could approach them. They would listen and then confer privately. That night or, at the latest, the next morning, they had the answer. Lee and J. J. did not agonize over decisions.

They weathered the Great Depression, though their empire went into receivership in 1931 after losing $3 million. The Irving Trust Company held the theaters for two years—in close consultation with Lee. On April 7, 1933, the bank put them up for auction. Broadway was nearly bust then, so nobody was rushing to buy theaters. There was only one bidder—Lee Shubert. He paid $400,000 to regain his empire. And then it was back to business. Lee and J. J. aided producers during the Depression by not charging rent, a significant savings that helped boost the number of productions on Broadway. Instead of rent, the Shuberts took a cut of the box office. As the Depression wore on, they acquired more theaters at rock-bottom prices.

There is no question that Lee and J. J. saved Broadway during the Great Depression. Had they lost their theaters, many would have been torn down to make way for more lucrative real estate. The Shubert, the St. James, the Broadhurst, the Booth, the Royale, the Plymouth—to say nothing of Shubert houses around the country—could have met the wrecking ball. Broadway’s geography could have been wiped out. “If Lee Shubert had walked away from his business, the basic hardware of the American theater might well have been demolished,” concludes biographer Foster Hirsch.3

Their empire intact, Lee and J. J. were poised to make more money than ever as Broadway entered its golden age after World War II. Oklahoma! opened at the St. James in 1943, and for the next twenty years, Shubert theaters would house such celebrated productions as Annie Get Your Gun, The King and I, Gypsy, The Skin of Our Teeth, A Streetcar Named Desire, The Cradle Will Rock, Fiorello!, and Kiss Me, Kate.

As the New York economy boomed after the war, producers were awash in investment money. The Shuberts no longer had to supply their own product. They withdrew from producing and became landlords, though they often made investments in shows that played their theaters. Lee, always aloof, grew more and more remote. He rarely attended first nights, preferring to stay up in his aerie above the Shubert Theatre playing pinochle with old cronies. J. J. could still be volatile—he once punched out his chauffeur—but even he wasn’t the force he’d been while overseeing the productions of The Passing Show at his Winter Garden Theatre twenty years earlier.

But Lee and J. J. had one more fight on their hands. And this time the enemy was the United States government.

  •  •  •  

The Shuberts dominated Broadway in the 1940s. And they were not averse to using their power. They could move shows in and out of their theaters at will. Legally, a show had to fall below a certain weekly box office gross, called the “stop clause,” before they could kick it out. But if they wanted something else in the theater, they ordered the box office treasurer to tell customers the show was sold out. If they wanted to prop a show up, they bought their own tickets. They had their own booking arm, United Booking Office (UBO), which demanded a percentage of every show booked into a Shubert house. Lee and J. J. were getting money two ways—as theater owners and bookers. And they could invest in whatever they liked—on their terms, since producers needed, if not their money, their theaters.

Producers began to resent the Shuberts’ grip on the theater business. One producer complained to Variety in 1941: “Ninety percent of all scripts are said to go through the Brothers Shubert for appraisal. If a play doesn’t appeal to the company, out it goes. If it clicks, the Shuberts take either a piece of the investment or a house percentage—whichever looks more profitable.”

The Shuberts also controlled the best seats in their theaters. House seats had always been part of the theater business. But they were kept at a minimum, a pair for the creator, a pair for the producer, a pair for the house. The Shuberts jacked up their allotment. By the time South Pacific opened in 1949 at the Majestic Theatre, they had their hands on fifty prime orchestra seats at every performance.4

The ice was flowing. The Annie Get Your Gun ticket scandal in Philadelphia drew unwelcome attention to Shubert practices, and Richard Rodgers, that implacable foe of ice, heard tales of shenanigans at his hit show, South Pacific, at the Majestic Theatre.

  •  •  •  

In Washington, D.C., Congressman Emanuel Celler, a Democrat who represented parts of Brooklyn and Queens, was gaining a reputation as a trust buster. He and Estes Kefauver (D-Tennessee) coauthored a law in 1950 that strengthened the federal government’s hand in busting up monopolies. Right across the river from his district was a tempting target—the Shubert Organization. He held hearings, accusing the Shuberts of having a stranglehold on the theater business in America. The U.S. attorney general was also interested in Shubert business practices and opened up his own investigation. Suddenly, the Shuberts were facing a pincer attack—Celler, denouncing them in the House of Representatives; the U.S. attorney general, interviewing witnesses about Shubert business practices.

In 1950, the U.S. attorney general said Lee and J. J. dominated the theater business in America to such an extent that competition did not exist. The government demanded that the Shuberts get out of the booking business and divest themselves of some of their theaters.

Lee and J. J. balked. They had built their business up from nothing, they felt they were honorable, if tough men, and they had stuck by the theater during the Great Depression, when it all could have gone under. They instructed their lawyers to fight back, and they turned to their friends at the newspapers. The powerful critic George Jean Nathan wrote, “Play shortage has been so acute that, in order to fill their theaters, the Shuberts have now and then been forced to put money into outside producers’ productions, and then demand the producers book them in their theaters. And why shouldn’t they?”

The battle was in full tilt when, on December 21, 1953, Lee Shubert collapsed in his small circular office next to the safe. He’d had a stroke. The brain damage was irreparable. He died, still sporting a tan from a recent trip to Miami, on December 25, 1953.

J. J. was left to battle the U.S. government—and run the Shubert empire—alone. Soon, though, he would acquire the services of two bright young lawyers. So bright, in fact, they would one day take control of his company for themselves.



I. Smith installed Bond into the box office of the Plymouth Theatre, one of the smaller Shubert houses. Bond earned the reputation for being “the dumbest box office treasurer on Broadway,” said producer Elizabeth I. McCann, whose many hit plays included the Tony Award–winning The Elephant Man. In 1994, Stephen Sondheim’s Passion played the Plymouth. The show was about an ugly woman with warts on her face named Fosca who becomes obsessed with a handsome soldier. Donna Murphy played Fosca, and her face, warts and all, was prominently displayed on posters in front of the theater. One day as McCann was walking past the Plymouth, Bond dashed out of the box office. “Liz!” he shouted. Pointing to the picture of the hideous Fosca, he said, “Every time I look at that I think of you.” McCann gasped. “Barry,” she said, “I know I’m no beauty, but really?” “No, no,” he said. “I don’t mean that. I mean, I think you should revive The Elephant Man. It was about an ugly person, too!”


CHAPTER FOUR

While There Is Death There Is Hope

In the fall of 1996 Gerald S. Schoenfeld, the chairman of the board of the Shubert Organization, was lunching at Sardi’s with his old friend, producer Elizabeth I. (Liz) McCann. She was having her chopped salad, Schoenfeld his club sandwich. The most powerful man in the American theater, Schoenfeld was in a reflective mood that day. His longtime business partner and great friend, Bernard B. Jacobs, had died in August. They’d known each other since they’d been teenagers on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and, together, they’d taken control of the Shubert Organization and turned it into one of the most powerful and lucrative entertainment companies in the country. Promotions had just been announced at the organization. Philip J. Smith, Jacobs’s right-hand man for years, was named president. Robert Wankel, an accountant who worked directly under Schoenfeld, was made executive vice president. Both men were Catholic, in a company that had always been run by Jews.

“Liz,” Schoenfeld said in his resonant, authoritative, and at times ridiculously pompous voice, “now that Bernie’s gone, I’m the only Jew left at Shubert.”

McCann, an Irish Catholic, said, “You know, Jerry, there’s something you can do about that.”

“What?” Schoenfeld asked.

“Hire more Jews!”

“No, no,” Schoenfeld said. “J. J. always said, ‘Don’t hire any bright Jewish boys. They’ll take the business away from you someday.’ ”

McCann smiled. “Well, Jerry—isn’t that what you and Bernie did?”

Schoenfeld raised his eyebrows above his thick glasses and laughed.

  •  •  •  

On September 22, 1924, as Lee and J. J. were expanding the Shubert empire, Sam and Fanny Schoenfeld welcomed a new addition to the household, a chubby boy with dark, rather tentative eyes. They named him Gerald. The Schoenfelds were comfortably middle-class. Sam sold fur coats, enough of them to keep his wife and two sons in an elegant apartment at 400 West End Avenue. Joe DiMaggio lived in the penthouse. Gerald was a good student at P.S. 87, displaying at an early age an interest in the law—and power. In his charming but score-settling memoir Mr. Broadway, he writes about being active in student government. One student was mayor, another district attorney, a third, the cop on the beat. If a student misbehaved he was brought to trial. “I was the judge,” Schoenfeld writes, proudly.

Schoenfeld discovered he had a gift for oratory. He could recite poetry, Shakespeare, and the Gettysburg Address. At twelve years old, he won a speaking prize from the Child Welfare League of America. The award meant a great deal to him all his life. The prize was a speaking engagement at the Waldorf Astoria hotel. It didn’t take much prodding to get him to reminisce about how he held such celebrities as comedian Joe E. Brown and Mayor Fiorello La Guardia “in the palm of my hand with my spellbinding oratorical skills!” It was a pompous claim, but he always said it with a twinkle. His love of the spotlight, though, did not lead him to the theater. He seldom attended a Broadway show and he had never heard of the Shubert brothers. An early draft of his memoir—which he loved to read aloud to visitors in his elegant office above the Shubert Theatre (the office had once been Lee’s bedroom)—contained a chapter that opened, “When I was a boy, the name Schubert meant one thing—a Trout Quintet!” (That line never made it into the published Mr. Broadway.)

In 1941, Jerry enrolled at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He was only seventeen, but everyone who knew him as a boy said he always looked and acted older than his years. He was a serious student, though as he himself admitted he lacked direction. He studied business and engineering and became a great reader, especially of history. When World War II broke out, he joined the army air corps and was sent to MIT to learn physics, calculus, and meteorology. None appealed to him, and because he couldn’t draw maps he flunked the course. He also had trouble assembling machine guns, and the thought of flying terrified him.

“I had visions of a plane door falling off and me tumbling out into space with nothing to save me,” he wrote in his memoir.

Fortunately, he was never called upon to jump out of a B-17 bomber—or fire one of those machine guns he had so much trouble assembling. He got through the war at various technical training schools in the South. After being discharged in 1946, he returned to New York with the vague idea of following his father into the garment business. But there was another option—law. His brother Irving’s best friend from the neighborhood, Bernie Jacobs, recently graduated from Columbia Law School. Jacobs encouraged Schoenfeld to try law, and in 1947 Schoenfeld entered New York University Law School. But his best teacher wasn’t on the NYU faculty. “Jerry used to call Bernie every night for advice about his classes,” Betty Jacobs, Bernie’s widow, said decades later. “That’s how they became close.”

Bernard B. Jacobs was born in Manhattan in 1916. His father was also in the garment industry, though he was not as successful as Sam Schoenfeld. He ran a woolen waste business, reselling scraps of leftover material. Bernie grew up in an apartment building on Broadway and 102nd Street. It wasn’t the ghetto, but it was not as upscale an address as the Schoenfelds’ on West End Avenue. Bernie Jacobs was not, at first blush, gregarious, or even friendly. He had a long face, dark eyes, and a large, slightly crooked nose. His lips drooped at the edges. He always seemed to be frowning. But he had a cutting sense of humor and a quick mind. He could do complicated math in his head and, though just a teenager, seemed wiser than his years. If you had a problem, you went to Bernie for advice. After graduating from DeWitt Clinton High School, he shot through NYU and then Columbia Law School, earning his degree just before he was drafted into the army.

He would be sent to the Pacific, but not before meeting Betty Shulman. Her sorority sister was Bernie’s cousin. “She gave him my number and he called. That’s how everybody got dates in those days. He called and we talked on the phone for about six weeks before he asked me for a date,” Betty said.

When he showed up at Betty Shulman’s apartment, he brought with him his best friend, Irving Schoenfeld. “I didn’t know which one was my date and which one wasn’t,” Betty recalled. “And what happened was we went for a ride. We went up to Westchester to an inn that had a parking lot, and Irving gave Bernie a driving lesson. That was our first date. Not a big romantic afternoon!”

They dated for a few months, and then Bernie went into the army and was sent to the Pacific. While there, he met up for a drink one day with Betty’s brother, who was a navigator in the navy. Several weeks later, Betty got a letter from her brother. “I caught up with Bernie,” he wrote. “Marry him. He’s the only man in the South Pacific who can get fresh eggs.”

After the war, Bernie returned to New York and asked Betty on a date. He took her to a Broadway show—which one she’s not sure of anymore. But the tickets were three dollars each, and they sat in the balcony—“I could hear in those days,” she said, “and see!”

Bernie Jacobs married Betty Shulman on June 13, 1946, and then went to work with his brother, who was also a lawyer, representing clients in the jewelry business. It was not, he would tell his young wife, interesting work.

  •  •  •  

Jerry Schoenfeld met Pat Miller in the winter of 1947, while he was in law school. A pretty NYU undergraduate who wanted to be a teacher, Pat looked like the actress Poupée Bocar, who in the sixties and seventies would become a familiar face from guest appearances on TV shows such as Get Smart, Ironside, and Columbo. Jerry had a date with Pat’s older sister, and Pat tagged along with a boy she was seeing at the time. Pat lived around the corner from Jerry on the Upper West Side. They often ran into each other on the subway on their way to NYU. A friendship sprang up, and they began to date casually. Pat saw other boys as well, but she often went to Jerry for advice. And she appreciated his sense of humor. But, working hard at law school and then landing his first job in 1949 for a mere forty dollars a week, he was in no rush to get married. And then in 1950, Pat told him another boy she was seeing, a boy from a rich family, was getting serious about her. Jerry made his decision. They became engaged, officially, on her birthday—April 4. They were married in October, lived with her parents for six months, and then, when they’d saved enough money, rented a one-bedroom apartment in Peter Cooper Village, a partially subsidized apartment complex on the East River in lower Manhattan.

As Pat was finishing her degree at NYU, Jerry worked as a clerk at a law firm called Klein & Weir. The “Klein” was William Klein, who had been the Shubert brothers’ lawyer for years, and who had been with Sam in that fatal train crash. By 1949, he was old and ailing. His partner, Milton Weir, and their junior associate, Adolph Lund, handled most of the firm’s work. They had two clients, the Shuberts and a coat hanger manufacturer. Every afternoon Weir would visit Lee in his office above the Shubert Theatre and J. J. at his in the Sardi Building. By this point, the brothers were estranged. Their personalities never did mesh—J. J. volcanic, Lee inscrutable. In addition, J. J. wanted his son, John, to take over the business; Lee, who didn’t think John had the brains or strength to run the empire, was grooming a nephew, Milton. The legend is that Lee and J. J. no longer even spoke to each other, communicating through memos dictated to their secretaries. Yet it’s hard to believe those two brothers, who plotted and clawed their way to the top, who defeated powerful enemies, who buried their beloved brother Sam, had little interaction at the end of their lives. When they were under attack, Lee and J. J. put aside whatever differences they had and joined forces, an old Shubert employee said. In the end, they trusted no one but each other, and though face-to-face meetings were infrequent, they could sometimes be seen late at night huddled at a corner table in the Astor Hotel.

In 1950, as Schoenfeld was beginning his career, they huddled together to discuss the antitrust suit brought against them by the United States government. The Justice Department demanded that the Shuberts divest themselves of some of their theaters in New York and other cities, and close down their booking office, which gave them the power to place shows around the country in any theater they wanted. Milton Weir studied the government’s antitrust action and then handed it to his forty-dollar-a-week clerk, Jerry Schoenfeld, to prepare a response.

As he recounts in his memoir, Schoenfeld was “stunned.” He knew little about antitrust laws and had never prepared a response to the United States government. But he couldn’t duck the assignment, so he hit the books, studying not only antitrust cases but also the history of the American theater and of the Shubert brothers. He developed a unique argument. Schoenfeld pointed out that the Shubert Organization had gone bankrupt during the Great Depression. Its theaters were put up for auction, but there was only one bidder—Lee. “The Shuberts had not purchased the theaters to drive competitors out of business,” Schoenfeld wrote in his memoir. They had, in fact, few competitors during the Great Depression. Whatever monopoly they acquired “had been thrust upon them as a result of their original company’s bankruptcy,” Schoenfeld argued. They had not created a monopoly deliberately.
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