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AUTHOR’S STATEMENT


This is an anecdotal memoir. It is a kind of a remembrance of things past from the seventy-plus years of my show business career. Spanning Broadway, Television, and the Movies, I detail my personal interactions with many of the well-known figures I’ve worked with from Marilyn Monroe to Meryl Streep.
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Orson Welles. Marilyn Monroe. Milton Berle. George S. Kaufman. Zero Mostel. Ira Gershwin.


“What is a ‘Jerry Adler’?”


—ORSON WELLES


Anyone could recognize that voice, even on a phone call from Rome. It had been arranged by Orson Welles’s agent that I call him at the Grand Hotel at 10 a.m. his time, 4 a.m. my time. I called. He answered. No matter how prepared you are, it’s 4 a.m, you’re in your underwear, dry-throated, and terribly nervous at making a good impression on one of your great heroes and, damn it, the call goes through. I explained, sounding as important as I could, getting a little moisture in my vocal cords, that I was interested in producing his play, Moby Dick—Rehearsed, on Broadway. I must have thrown him a curve because there was a deafening silence at the other end of the call. All I could hear was my own bated breath. What the hell, I jumped in and told him I was Jerry Adler, a stage manager in New York currently working on My Fair Lady, and that I had read the London reviews of his play and wanted to bring it over.


I suppose out of sheer pity he said, “You’re out of your fucking mind, but let’s talk. How soon can you get here? I hate the telephone and I’m on a tight schedule.”


Rome? I didn’t have the proper wallet, so how would I find a way to buy a ticket to Italy? I did have a partner in this venture, but I sensed Welles was drifting away and I certainly couldn’t rouse anyone at this hour.


I vacillated a second and then put my foot in my mouth, “See you on Sunday, OK?”


He said, “I’ll be in the bar from ten on.” Click!


My partner in this crazy idea was Samuel Liff—everyone called him “Biff” for reasons of rhyme, I guess. He was production stage manager on My Fair Lady, and I was his assistant. He was also floored when I broke the news of my Sunday go-to-meeting offer and Welles’s expectation that we meet not too far from Vatican City. We had four days to scrape up the cash and thank God we had a flush company manager, Sam Schwartz, who amazingly put up the seed money for a piece of the show. I got elected to go because Biff had to keep the home fires burning back at the Hellinger Theatre, so the “game was afoot.” And what the hell, if that old timer, stage manager Bobby Griffith, and his partner/assistant Hal Prince could do it with The Pajama Game why couldn’t we with our whale of a show?


I flew on the Saturday before my meeting with Orson—see, I’m calling him by his first name already just like a regular producer! All I needed now was a contract for the rights and a big cigar. I took so much Valium, my memory of the flight is a little vague. All I do remember was the realization that I was meeting Citizen Kane, face-to-face. Would I handle it right, appear confident and knowledgeable? How the hell did I get into this mess? He was at the bar the next morning as he said he would be, but I wouldn’t have recognized him except for that familiar, fabulous voice. There he was, corpulent, unshaven, and smoking what looked like a knockwurst. Entertaining the patrons with imperious gusto, he was the perfect Captain Ahab.


I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just waved, and he promptly announced to all, “Ah, here’s my Broadway producer!” 


Well, the producer and his star spent most of the day bantering back and forth about how terrific Moby Dick—Rehearsed was in London and how much he was looking forward to seeing My Fair Lady. He even got me to promise house seats when he got to New York. It was getting late, and I was feeling the effects of gin and tonic before breakfast, but every time I brought out Sam Schwartz’s deal memo, he ordered another round. He finally invited me to dinner, announced his departure, and left. The only appeal dinner had was the prospect of his signature on my contract, and dessert. We met in the Palm Court after I had napped and pulled myself together letting all that booze aerate. He was at a table with the best-looking woman I had seen in Rome. Orson introduced me—I have no recollection of her name, my mind was elsewhere—and proceeded to interview the lady. I kind of gathered he was intending to film Macbeth or Chimes at Midnight. I could hardly keep up since the hangover was peaking in my brain. Eventually he rose. I think I was having soup at the time, in honor of the old Hebraic mantra, “If you’re sick, have some chicken soup.” Excusing himself, he left me alone with the hopeful Lady Macbeth who, by the way, was totally incoherent in English. Since Welles had introduced me as his “Broadway producer” to the lady, God love her, did her level best to showcase her attributes which were extensive and enticing even in a language lost on me. After what seemed the end of time, the maître d’ came over, excused himself and whispered that Mr. Welles needed me. He assured me that Mr. Welles wasn’t ill but asked that I follow him. I did and found Welles sitting on a huge throne-like chair beside the men’s room, smoking another knockwurst.


“Get rid of her for me, will you? Tell her I got beriberi in the men’s room. Tell her anything but get her out. I’m not leaving this chair until she’s gone. You’re a big Broadway guy, tell her she’s great and goodnight,” he said.


Embarrassingly, I did just that, escorted her out, had black coffee and waited for “The Singing.” Instead, I got a note saying he was tired but would meet me at the front desk at 9 a.m. He wasn’t at the front desk at 9 a.m., or at 9:30 a.m. either; all there was, finally as I checked the desk, was the information that Mr. Welles had checked out but had left a note for Mr. Adler which read, “Have an early call, but I’ve left a company car for you at the Zagreb Airport. See you there and we’ll chat,” signed, Welles. Where the fuck is Zagreb? How could I get there, should I even try? I called Biff and we mutually mourned how deep we were treading in the stush, but Biff was positive, realizing we had come this far, and Welles seemed close to signing. The concierge was terrific and got me to the airport where my meager budget flew me to Zagreb, which turned out to be in Yugoslavia and just across the Adriatic. The ticket would eventually get me back to New York if I lived that long. The car was indeed waiting for me with a mammoth Yugo holding a card scrawled with my name. The guy spoke as much English as the lady in Rome and it increasingly dawned on me that if he dropped me anywhere, I was dead as a doornail. But fate left me at a tent on a movie set in the middle of nowhere, greeting Genghis Khan in his shorts, still smoking that hideous cigar. He apologized for dragging me a million miles to “this crazy place,” but having thought it over, he would be delighted to have me produce his play in New York for no other reason than the resilience I’d shown. Man, I whipped that deal memo under his nose so fast, he didn’t even read the thing while he signed it. He flourished it in the air and pronounced it “the Magna Carta” while handing it to me with the enclosed check still attached. I was to send the check to his agent in London who would do all the legal rigamarole. The only bad news was, as he tore up the actor agreement, he would not appear in the play. I pleaded the case noting that his appearance on Broadway would generate tremendous box office and would certainly put the project on page one. I was blowing his horn as loud as I could, but to no avail.


“I’ll never play anything in New York while that son of a bitch Taubman is the critic at the Times!”


He was still raving as the Cossacks pulled him away. I was absolutely amazed that I had the signed paper in my hands. Incredibly, I never saw him again. The giant Yugo got me back to Zagreb and I made it home to a somewhat cheerful reception. What the hell, we raised the capital by strong-arming everyone we knew, getting the Schubert’s to give us the Barrymore Theatre, signing Douglas Campbell, a fabulous Canadian director from the Royal Shakespeare Theatre, and casting most of the principals from that illustrious company. We then announced that Rod Steiger would play Ahab. The rehearsals were a joy, our names on the marquee of the Barrymore were a hoot, and all went well. We were producers! Opening night was electric and the company was great playing to a standing ovation. Of course, Welles was right, Taubman panned him and greeted the play with a yawn, but the other notices were good, like those from Anthony Cookman, calling it “A whale of a show!”1 We opened in November, but without the Times and Orson himself, we closed in December.


***


I’ve been telling stories like that for years, entertaining friends and family, and shrugging off the idea that I should “write a book.” The pandemic, with months of isolation looming, finally pushed me to a blank page on my computer. It quickly became a joy remembering all the good times.


This isn’t a memoir.


Memoirs are autobiographical and delve into births, families, dates, etc. I can’t remember what I did last Thursday, let alone February 4, 1929.  What this is is a collection of events I’d like to share, experiences I’d like to put down on paper. It’s mostly about people, living or dead, actually actual, famous or kind of infamous. The book involves a life in theatre, television, and the movies, simply because, that’s all I’ve ever done


Pardon, I have to divert for some special family lore I learned at my father’s knee. My father was Phil Adler, reputed to be the fastest and funniest General Manager in the business (more about him later). Here it is:


I come from a long line of Adlers. Louie Adler arrived at Ellis Island at the turn of the century . . . broke. His cousin from the well-to-do Russian side of the family tree was Jacob Adler, a famous actor. He had a theater on the lower east side of New York City where Shakespeare was performed in Yiddish. Jacob, from Austria, had children, Stella and Luther, who became famous actors. Louie, who quickly met and married my grandmother, had four sons, the last of whom was Philip, my father, who sold ties as a young boy during the Great Depression. It was said, when Louie, the tailor, asked Jacob, the actor, for a loan, he came away with a ticket to King Lear.


One rainy and thundering night when I was five or six, a huge clap of thunder woke me and, frightened, I headed for my parent’s bedroom. We had rented a room to a couple, and I tried not to wake them as I passed through. Of course, I had no idea my parents were in the middle of some passionate sex. I patted my father on the shoulder and he howled through the storm:


“Oh, my God. I almost had a heart attack. What do you want? Are you okay?”


“I’m scared. Can I come sleep in the bed with you and mommy?”


He quickly said, “I’m sorry, son. Can’t you see how crowded it is? I have to sleep on top of mommy.” Even the renters were laughing.


Pretty fast retort at a moment like that. My father, Phil, was the company manager of the Group Theatre, that fervent hotbed of original theater where all the Adlers seemed to end up. But more importantly, he was the king of nepotism. Sadly, or kind of opportunistically, I was expelled from Syracuse University for ignoring classes and spending all my time at the Boar’s Head Playhouse, where I directed, acted, built scenery, and spent most of my days having the time of my life. Admittedly, he was probably happy to stop paying the tuition of six hundred dollars a year, including room and board in Quonset huts put up at the end of World War II, not exactly a bargain in 1949. An opening occurred on Gentlemen Prefer Blondes for an assistant stage manager, and since my father was general manager, off I went into a lifetime of what was then called “show business.”


I started on Labor Day, 1950 at a salary of thirty-five dollars a week, which was terrific since I lived in a tiny penthouse on New York’s West Side, for forty-nine dollars a month. The show had been running like clockwork for six months at the Ziegfeld Theatre, a gorgeous building fronting 54th Street and 6th Avenue which they inexplicably tore down later to make way for the Ziegfeld Movie Theatre. The show had an enormous cast of sixty performers, and because of the incompetence of the guy I replaced, my job was extraordinarily minimal. It was making sure the dozen showgirls were on in time (they had a tendency to play canasta up in their room), chatting with Charles “Honi” Coles, a fabulous dancer and raconteur, and, most importantly, leading Carol Channing around with a flashlight since she was extraordinarily nearsighted. It was a gas to see her check the bulletin board, her nose touching the wall. The best part was learning the ropes from Frank Coletti, the boss, and his assistant, Biff, who became a lifelong friend and mentor. The whole thing was a classroom filled with gorgeous women, funny guys, and Carol, who would have ended up in the orchestra pit if it wasn’t for me.


The most menial job was the money box. In those days, everyone in the cast was paid in cash on Friday night. The money box was given to me during “half-hour” by my father and a security person holding pay envelopes, with names attached, which I disseminated before the show began and during intermission. It certainly was an archaic way of doing things, but that was common on Broadway in those days. It reminded me of the day my father took me to work when I was about twelve years old. He was company manager of Tobacco Road, a notorious play full of “adulterous sex and blasphemous language”2 according to Brock Pemberton, which ran from 1933 until 1941 and put food on the Adler table from the Depression until Pearl Harbor. It was a shocking play, especially when Henry Hull, playing the lead, urinated on stage, startling the audience and me. Anyway, after the performance, my father sat at a little table on stage and paid the cast, who had lined up, in cash. The ubiquitous money box held sway until the mid 1950s when, of all people, Phil Adler had things changed. Knowing My Fair Lady was the most successful production on Broadway and wanting to establish his company as a commanding banking enterprise, my father offered to do the weekly payroll if it was paid by check. Actors Equity and a majority of the cast agreed if the checks were paid on Thursday instead of the usual Friday. It worked, saving managers a lot of work, giving actors guaranteed salaries, and boosting a little burgeoning New Jersey company called ADT, American District Telegraph.


Frank Berle was his brother Milton’s manager and my father’s gin-playing buddy. So when Milton Berle decided to do a musical, Frank recommended Phil and, of course, king nepotism got me on staff. Bob Downing, Elia Kazan’s favorite stage manager, had been set even though Bob had never done a musical. Now that Gentlemen Prefer Blondes was slowing down, I jumped at the chance to do one from the beginning. This was during the time when there were no computers, laptops, or smartphones, nothing that could ease the burden of keeping the Prompt Script totally correct. Corrections had to be typed on mimeo paper and copies made on a mimeograph machine. Those copies had to be disseminated to the full company daily. Since I was the assistant stage manager those jobs fell to me. Additionally, I made the calls and kept the log. It was a great deal to learn but being on a new musical was entirely energizing. Casting went well. I became acutely aware of the sound of “next . . .” from out front. It’s that disappointing rejection you hear all too often from the voice in the black void. I came to know it and hate its unfeeling call.


I also found myself involved in problems I had never experienced before. It seemed the director, Hassard Short, who had some great credits like Show Boat and Carmen Jones, was now totally inebriated, incapable of conversation or discussion after 3 p.m. The playwright, Sally Benson, a renowned screenwriter, had adapted the script from the works of Booth Tarkington, and was now sitting, smiling, and agreeing with anyone and everything. If we were to get this thing on its feet, we needed help. From out of nowhere came Richard Whorf, a notable film actor, who took over as director and handled the situation beautifully. We were booked into the Broadhurst Theatre, one of the Shubert’s prime houses. We had an excellent cast with Kenneth Nelson and Anne Crowley, both young but experienced and talented players, as the leads. Frank Albertson, who had played the rich friend to James Stewart in It’s a Wonderful Life, took on one of the fathers in the show. The other father was to be played by Dennis King, a real Broadway veteran. The score was very lively, and the lyrics were by Kim Gannon. Only one problem existed: the script by Ms. Benson gave you diabetes. Nobody seemed to care, “Uncle Milty” dropped in now and then, drooling over the bevy of nubiles prancing about, smoking his cigar and smiling, smiling like he knew better than anyone that we’d be a hit. Frank Albertson, who became a close friend full of Hollywood anecdotes, faced reality and took a short-term lease on his apartment. Nobody could fix the thing, we had Whorf and Dania Krupska, our young and talented choreographer, doing their best with no help from the somnambulists out front. To everyone’s amazement the opening night audience seemed to enjoy the production. And obviously the theater gods were on our side, so we got glowing reviews. The result: it ran for almost a year. Go figure.


Bob Downing left after a few months because he had been summoned by Elia Kazan to assist him. Bob had told me Kazan needed him to take care of his “little idiosyncrasies.” It reminded me of stories about George S. Kaufman who also had “little idiosyncrasies;” he hated to be touched and let no one sit behind him during rehearsals. Working for either he or Kazan would be a three-year course in directing at any university. Crazily, it was decided to take the show on the road, with me as production stage manager, hoping that the story of two teenage lovers facing life among the cornflowers would fare well in the hinterlands. Well, we closed after two weeks in Philadelphia. Hayseed is hayseed.


No sooner had I arrived back home from the closing of Seventeen, the phone rang. Chandler Cowles, an actor from Call Me Mister, a musical about returning GIs from WWII that my father had managed, was doing a revival of George S. Kaufman’s Of Thee I Sing and offered an assistant stage manager’s spot to me. I’m telling you, between networking and nepotism, I hadn’t missed a payday since I left college. In the fifties, there was no theater man more admired than Mr. Kaufman, and the idea of being around him and Ira Gershwin, the lyricist of his brother George’s score, was terrific. Even though Mr. K treated Joe Olney, the top manager, and me like coworkers, I had trouble keeping a semblance of poise whenever I was near him. He even took us to lunch at the Algonquin when there was a break in auditions at the Belasco Theatre up the street. One such day, we entered the lobby just as the elevator doors opened and Bea Kaufman emerged on the arm of a tall, good-looking guy in a huge cowboy hat. I knew she was George’s ex because of the gossip columns screaming headlines about their scandalous divorce. It seems Mr. K was indeed quite a ladies’ man.


“Hello there, George,” she said, just as we passed by. She introduced the fellow, but I have no recollection of his name. Mr. K just stared at them with an imperious glance. “He’s in cotton, you know, George,” she grinned, clutching his arm.


Kaufman’s immediate response was, “And them that plants ‘em, are soon forgotten.”


The lyrics from “Ol’ Man River,” written by Oscar Hammerstein II,3 were the perfect put-down. The cowboy didn’t get it, but Joe and I did. I tried to stifle a laugh but failed and Ira Gershwin almost fell out of his chair when I told him the story. I loved Mr. Gershwin, he reminded me of my grandfather: tiny, humorous, and warm-hearted.


We had a terrific cast headed by Jack Carson, a well-known Hollywood actor, and Paul Hartman, a performer famously known for a dance act with his wife, Grace. James McCracken was in the chorus, later to make an extraordinary career as a leading tenor at the Metropolitan Opera. Michael King was also in the cast and would eventually join me in My Fair Lady as Freddy Eynsford-Hill. There were forty people in the show, all of us respectful of the famous people at the helm and of the material we were rehearsing, material that had won the first Pulitzer Prize in Drama.


I had a kind of feeling of nostalgia even while I was doing the work because I knew my number in the Korean War draft was coming up and I had little chance of making it to opening night. In the middle of everything, I was drafted into the Army. By bus I wound up at Fort Pickett, Virginia, and due to my prowess as a typist, I sat at the company desk as my fellow recruits marched off carrying stretchers to basic training (we were in the Medical Corps). It was there, three weeks later that an official notice arrived ordering me to Fort Dix in Wrightstown, New Jersey. My orders directed me to report to, I kid you not, First Lt. Romeo St. Pierre. It seems, I learned as I met him, that this group was Special Services and they were planning a production of Call Me Mister (the same show that I had mentioned before Of Thee I Sing), a recent Broadway hit honoring returning GIs, just as was done with This Is the Army and Yip Yip, Yaphank in previous wars. Lt. St. Pierre had somehow reached the producer’s office of the Broadway production and received permission to do the show with the strong proviso from management (my father, king nepotism, had answered the call) that they get a professional person to direct it and, remarkably, there I was. Hence my transfer to New Jersey and my direction of the show, which toured most of the First Army bases and resulted in my ultimate stay at Dix as chief of Special Services for my required two-year stint.


Happily, I got out after two years, erasing my fear of being sent to Korea, and joined Biff who was involved in a new play by the great Sidney Kingsley entitled Lunatics and Lovers, then in auditions. Mr. Kingsley, known for Dead End, Detective Story, and Darkness at Noon was a stickler for routine, which he enjoyed, and which killed Biff and me. Thus, Biff, and I spent our days auditioning actors for the supporting roles and our nights assisting in rewrites, which Mr. Kingsley read to us in his den at his apartment in the Dakota. We had Buddy Hackett, a well-known comedian, in his first shot on Broadway, Sheila Bond and Dennis King, both veteran players and from Hollywood, the great Arthur O’Connell, Oscar-nominated for Picnic, and Mary Anderson, actress and wife of Leon Shamroy, Oscar-winning cinematographer of Cleopatra, The King and I, and other small films. Biff would stay out front with Mr. K and I would usher actors in and out, as they read pieces from a dummy script given to them. Biff would be as kind as possible when he delivered the haunting “next!”


In the evenings the routine had you sounding out suggestions and reactions as Kingsley desired while he worked on revisions. A totally exhausting schedule. One night, claiming an oncoming cold, but needing sleep, Biff ran out of the Dakota as fast as he could. Later, Kingsley invited me to a little late supper at the Cafe des Artistes. I was dying to question him about the filming of Dead End, working with a young Bogart, and if he remembered Phil Adler from the Group Theatre days, so I joined him. At another table in the nearly empty restaurant sat Marilyn Monroe with her partner in a newly established production company, the photographer, Milton Greene. Greene probably told Marilyn who Kingsley was because she waved, and Kingsley moved right in. It was known that Marilyn was at odds with Los Angeles and so he chatted away about how fabulous the theater was, how exciting to work in front of a live audience and quick, wouldn’t she love to do his new play? Her relationship with the playwright Arthur Miller never crossed his mind.


They schmoozed away at each other and fantasized how great it would be to conquer Broadway. I had a few fantasies myself, sitting there with The Her, and they had little to do with the American theater. Later, Greene invited us to his studio to show pictures he and Marilyn had just done in the Arizona desert. So, we all bundled ourselves in a taxi, an old one that had a jump seat one could pull out and sit on. Behold, there I was playing kneesies with Marilyn Monroe, staring into the most incredible blue eyes in history. Even her knees were gorgeous. At the studio the photos were gorgeous. Projected on his screen, the effect was gorgeous. The nudes were gorgeous. The whole adventure was gorgeous. She really was a lifetime experience. Sidney promised to have the script delivered to her hotel in the morning, which he did, and we never heard from her again. I don’t think she ever read it.


Anyway, the play was a minor hit, even without Ms. Monroe, running almost a year, and when it closed, a limited run on the West Coast was announced. I figured I could take advantage of an offer Leon Shamroy made and do a little networking in hopes of breaking into movies as an assistant director. So, I took over the road company as stage manager, O’Connell rented me an apartment on Malibu Beach, and off I went, anxious to break into the “movies.” While we did recast Zero Mostel in the lead, the rest of the cast remained the same. Lunatics and Lovers was scheduled to play three cities before opening in Los Angeles. Zero was in some trouble getting work due to the blacklist which was hurting and even killing people suspected of having Communist leanings. It was obvious HUAC (House Un-American Activities Committee), the red-baiting, witch-hunting group was after Zero, attempting to subpoena him to testify and name names, which he would never do. To testify would probably have landed him in prison so it certainly was in his interest to “get out of Dodge.” It would have been easy to serve him if he was housebound in New York and we made it extremely difficult to find him “on the road.” With the help of our costume ladies, we would invent disguises that avoided detection. He was a porter, a stagehand, an usher, even a cleaning lady coming out of the stage door at night, walking past the servers waiting to nail him. Yes, he was the homeliest cleaning lady in the history of show business, but they never found him, and the show did big business and closed as scheduled in August of 1955. All that made the tour fun and exciting, and I ended up in my rented beach house facing the Pacific. It was a two-bedroom place with a deck that led down to the beach. The guy who owned it wanted to sell it to me for fourteen-thousand dollars, and I would have bought it too, but the networking was going badly around the studios. Shamroy was great to me, even inviting me to a party at his home where they showed a film after dinner. Naturally, I didn’t know a soul and I found myself out on the terrace for a smoke.


There was a guy out there smoking a cigar, just the two of us, he finally tossed it off and stepped out of the shadows, offering his hand, and said, “Hi. Clark Gable. How are you?”
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"l worked with this Adler guy . . . if | had known he was a bit of a raconteur, loaded with engaging,
funny, unforgettable stories, | certainly would've been a lot nicer to him." —LARRY DAVID

". .. Bravo, Jerry for a wonderful chronicle
of our crazy business."
—JASON ALEXANDER

". .. The man is a treasure—and
so is his book.” —PETER TOLAN

FOR

BACKSTAGE
TALES FROM BROADWAY,
TELEVISION, AND THE MOVIES






