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The Shuberts? They were hardly human.

—Agnes de Mille, Choreographer

The Shuberts had their human side too, you know.

—John Kenley, Producer
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Prologue: The Last Shubert

John Shubert, the sole direct heir to the vast Shubert theatrical empire, began the last day of his life—Friday, November 16, 1962—exactly as he began every workday, arriving at his office on the sixth floor of the Sardi Building a few minutes before noon. After a smile for the receptionist, he went into his outer office, where two secretaries, Eileen Kelly and Sandra Epstein, had been sorting through his mail and taking calls from employees and producers who wanted appointments. Announcing that he was leaving town (“a business trip to Florida”), he asked Miss Epstein to cancel his appointments for Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday and to have his car waiting for him in Shubert Alley within an hour. Before making their calls, the secretaries, who knew what “going to Florida” meant, winked at each other.

In his office, John took off his navy blue overcoat and black hat and hung them on a coat-tree in the corner of the fourteen- by fifteen-foot room that was his home away from home. Two walls were lined with glass-enclosed shelves that held leather-bound classics in expensive gold leaf, uncut and unread. A dust-encrusted window looked out onto the cement wall of the New York Times plant scarcely four feet away. From the large windows at the north end of the room, he could survey the north side of West Forty-fourth Street—Shubert Alley, and the three Shubert theatres, the Majestic, the Broadhurst, and the Shubert, which were the architectural center of the American commercial theatre.

He sat down behind the imposing desk that had once belonged to his father, J. J. Shubert, and that John felt was still rightfully his father’s property. Though he was the de facto head of the business, John considered himself just an extension of the vast Shubert organization founded by his Uncle Sam at the turn of the century and ruled by Sam’s brothers, Lee and J. J., for nearly half a century. In less than a month, on December 13, 1962, John would be fifty-three years old. Although he was no matinee idol, he had long outgrown the gooney look he had had as a kid; he was not only the best-liked Shubert since Sam—his father and his Uncle Lee were decidedly unpopular—he was also the handsomest. He looked dour and dissipated, but his thick, graying hair and his deep, rough-sounding voice gave him an unexpected outlaw sex appeal, which only seemed to increase with age. Women who liked him often claimed he reminded them of Humphrey Bogart. Beneath his chocolate brown eyes, which took on a kind of boyish, pleading quality when he was with women who attracted him, were dark circles that John always insisted were hereditary, though friends blamed fast living—too many pills, too much liquor, too many late nights, and too much sex—instead. He smoked about two packs of cigarettes a day and mixed large amounts of alcohol with a variety of pills, mostly Nembutals and Miltowns. “I’m a hypochondriac,” John admitted. “When I travel I carry more drugs than clothes.”1 “He used to take pills to sleep, and pills to wake up, and he drank a lot,” Sandra Epstein recalled. “I remember looking at his attaché case and saying, ‘This is a regular drugstore in here, and I think you should shape up.’ I felt he was going to wear himself thin, which I think he finally did.”2 John, at 167 pounds, weighed a bit too much for his five-foot nine-inch frame, but his addiction to alcohol and to desserts defeated his intentions to go on a diet.

This Friday John was planning to spend no more than an hour at the office, as opposed to his usual seven or eight. He stayed just long enough to go over some pressing paperwork and to make two calls that were part of his daily ritual. The first was to his mother, Catherine Mary, who, though it was only early afternoon, was already in her cups; Catherine Mary drank sherry from the time she got up until she fell back onto her bed late at night. Despite her drinking, her nagging, her greed, and the horrendous childhood her catastrophic marriage to his father had caused him, John had remained a dutiful son. He told his mother he would be in Florida until Wednesday; and like his secretaries, Catherine Mary knew what that meant. John then telephoned his wife, Kerttu, nicknamed “Eckie,” who was also a heavy drinker, though like John she drank mostly at night. He’d be back by Wednesday, he reminded her; and like the others Eckie knew where John was going and why. He told her that, if she needed him, she could reach him through the company switchboard.

Both his mother and his wife, who despised each other, complained to John about the other. Trying to effect a truce between the two women, John was a hapless go-between, the man in the middle who could never make his mother and his wife stop hating each other, as he had never been able to banish the bitterness between his parents or to stem the rising animosity with which his father and his Uncle Lee regarded each other across West Forty-fourth Street, where the two Shubert offices had been located for decades.

After he had made his duty calls to Catherine Mary and to Eckie, John went up to the penthouse where his father lived to say good-bye. Surrounded by a cook, a nurse, his second wife, Muriel, and what was left of his memories, J. J. seemed not to understand the purpose of John’s visit. Still stocky and with the pink complexion of his youth in his sagging face, the old man stared at a daytime television show. Though J. J.’s parenting had consisted of equal doses of intimidation and neglect, John had never really ceased wanting his father’s approval.

After kissing his father and telling Muriel that he would be away until Wednesday, John walked across the street to stop by the offices of the longtime Shubert lawyers, Gerald Schoenfeld and Bernard B. Jacobs, located in the suite of offices above the Shubert Theatre. John’s admonition to the lawyers, to keep an eye on the business while he was away, was unnecessary; both men were well trained and extremely conscientious and, as time would reveal, only too willing to mind the store.

John then walked down to his car, which was waiting for him in Shubert Alley. His second cousin, Lawrence Shubert Lawrence, Jr., was already in the car. “I drove with John down to Penn Station, where he was to take the 4:35 for Clearwater,” Lawrence said. “I was John’s assistant and next in line. I told him I’d talk to him every day. On the way to the station he seemed all right to me. He certainly didn’t look like somebody who had only a few hours to live.”3

At the station, after Lawrence had dropped him off, John had time for one quick call to Eileen Kelly. “He called to remind me that I had forgotten to give him a book—I think it was Hotel Paradiso—that was about to be done either as a musical or a play. He said, ‘You know where to send it.’ Then he said he had to go. That was the last time I spoke to him. That was the last time anybody in New York spoke to him.”4

As scheduled, the West Coast Champion rolled away from the platform at 4:35. When the train emerged from the darkness of the tunnel that runs beneath the Hudson River and came out into the fading light descending on the New Jersey flatlands, John settled back in his drawing room to relax. In New York he had disciplined himself to drink only after the nightly count-up; now, with no phone calls to make, no producers to placate, no one to scold him or to ask for favors, no one at all to be responsible to, he opened the bottle of Dewar’s he had packed and poured himself a double Scotch.

John made only one concession to the seductive southern climate he was headed toward: he changed from his signature blue serge suit into a navy suit of lighter weight. No vanilla Palm Beach suit or gaily colored Hawaiian shirt; when he entered the dining car for a six o’clock dinner, he looked the way he always looked on the sixth floor of the Sardi Building: like a banker prepared to turn down a loan. A somber-looking gentleman whose diffident manner did not betray the fact that he was heir to one of the greatest private fortunes in America, John Shubert spoke to none of the three other passengers who sat at the same table. After finishing his dinner, topped by a whiskey and coffee, he undertipped the waiter and returned to his drawing room. Placing a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door had, for him, a special significance. He rooted around in the supply of assorted pills and capsules he had packed in plastic holders, and after looking over some scripts that were potential candidates for Shubert theatres in the upcoming spring season, he took a handful of pills and washed them down with the remaining contents in the bottle of Dewar’s.

He didn’t appear at breakfast. At one o’clock, the porter knocked to announce that lunch was being served but received no answer. Later, when the train was two stops away from the important passenger’s destination, the conductor went to the door that still had the “Do Not Disturb” sign posted on it. When there was no response to his loud cries of “Mr. Shubert! Mr. Shubert!” the conductor used a skeleton key from a large brass ring to unlock the door.

His face contorted, his open eyes unseeing, John Shubert lay sprawled on the floor of the compartment, dead.

On the platform of the Clearwater station, an attractive, dark-haired young woman waited eagerly to greet her husband. As different from Eckie as Eckie was from Catherine Mary, Nancy was John Shubert’s other wife. And at the couple’s modest beachfront bungalow, tucked in cribs and taking their afternoon naps, were John’s two then-illegitimate children, a boy named John Jason (another J. J., named in tribute to the boy’s famous grandfather) and a girl, Sally. Only John’s secretaries, his mother, his “first” wife, Lawrence, the lawyers, and a very few others knew of John’s second family. Soon, in the kind of headlines the elder Shuberts had tried all their lives to avoid, everyone would learn that the Shubert heir was a bigamist.

John was truly the last Shubert to run the business according to the methods his father and uncles had established. Lawrence Shubert Lawrence, Jr., headed the firm for ten years following John’s death, but Larry Lawrence, as he was known along Broadway, was a Shubert in name only.

The three founding brothers, Sam, Lee, and J. J., were empire builders second to none, and as they fought fearlessly and resourcefully with a procession of opponents, they compiled a record as theatrical czars likely to remain unmatched. Moving downstate to New York from Syracuse at the turn of the century—Sam first, then Lee, and finally J. J.—the Shubert brothers seemed unlikely casting for the most ruthless titans in the history of the American theatre. Their unprepossessing appearance and lack of cultivation inspired predictions of doom, which underestimated the Shubert will, the Shubert resilience, and the Shubert relish for a fight. Driven by a seemingly unquenchable acquisitiveness, they built, leased, or booked a record number of theatres both in New York and throughout the country and produced a record number of plays and musicals. Both on their way up and once they were the unchallenged rulers of Broadway, the brothers squared off against labor unions, actors, dramatists, composers, other producers and theatre owners, and the local, state, and federal governments. Over the course of their long careers, they were embroiled, often eagerly, in thousands of lawsuits. But, perhaps not surprisingly, no matter how much money or power or sex they seized, they never seemed to have enough. They were the conquerors of the American theatre, millionaires many times over who would save pennies in the hit production of Hellzapoppin’ by reducing the size of the paper cups in a gag. They once charged Noël Coward seven dollars for paint for his dressing room.

As they amassed and then kept strict watch over their theatrical and other real estate holdings, their interlocking corporations, and their almost unimaginable wealth (the exact accounting of their worth continues to be a matter of speculation, though at the height of their power in the twenties they were rumored to be good for around four hundred million), they were feared, admired, despised, mocked, and even sometimes, though rarely, simply liked. No one who ever dealt with them was neutral. Despite their influence over every nook and cranny of this most public business, they were obsessively private men. Garson Kanin, an old pal, wondered if Lee ever had any “real” friends.5 And Larry Lawrence recalled that “J. J. used to have different cronies but nobody could ever last with him because nobody could really understand him.”6 In private they had humor, temperament, and vigor, but in public they appeared clumsy and abrasive. Lacking a gift for oratory or showmanship, they avoided the limelight as often as possible.

As husbands, fathers, and siblings, they were singularly untalented, and so it is no accident that there is no living Shubert managing the still-thriving Shubert Organization, Inc. The Shuberts dedicated their prodigious energies to Mammon, and it is only fitting that the vast Shubert fortune has been channeled back into the business, which may well endure as long as there continues to be commercial theatre in America.

The Shubert family history, capped by John Shubert’s bigamy, includes a series of bizarre secret marriages and divorces; paternity both denied and abused; and a fierce, lifelong rivalry between Lee and J. J. None of the brothers had any apparent interest in training a successor. Sam, first in the field and dead at twenty-nine, was probably homosexual. Although secretly married in 1936, Lee lived as if he were a bachelor and had no children, at least none he was willing to acknowledge. J. J., who also behaved like a bachelor for most of his life, produced the only direct heir but did not properly train his son to take over the business; John succeeded to the throne only by default, after J. J. had become senile. “It was terrible for John, working for his father,” Larry Lawrence recalled. “J. J. was awful to him, truly mean. He seemed threatened, as if he thought John wanted to steal the business away from him.”7 John himself avoided becoming a father. He forced his first wife to have at least two abortions, and then he mysteriously permitted his “other” wife to bear two children whose rights to the family business he failed to secure before his early and unexpected death.

Famous for handing out money to panhandlers and to former employees down on their luck, the Shuberts were kinder to strangers than to their own. “They were an odd family,” Larry Lawrence said. “They weren’t what you would expect from a Jewish family: they weren’t close, and over the years the bitterness between Lee and J. J. grew.”8 Nonetheless, however buried or disfigured, an atavistic bond linked the embattled brothers; distrustful of everyone, they shared an abiding belief, broken only near the end of their lives, that neither one would ever cheat the other in business. Both were equally reluctant to cede control of any aspect of the great business they had built.

Though their first real achievement was to destroy the Theatrical Syndicate, a pernicious monopoly, they became in time as tyrannical as their first and fiercest rivals. “The Shuberts were bad men whose only genius was a genius for greed,” Agnes de Mille said. “They turned a potential art and a fine profession into an unseemly, vicious, and disgusting traffic. And while someone must have liked them or spoken well of them, I have never in a long life met anyone who did.”9 While de Mille’s is certainly not a universally accepted judgment, it’s fair to say that the Shuberts were no better than they had to be in order to maintain their sovereignty. During their long run, they controlled the kinds of shows theatregoers saw and where they saw them, and many of the policies they established about the business of theatre remain in force to this day. They left behind not only a collection of historic buildings and a flourishing business but also a way of doing business. The caution and the fear of retaliation they instilled in employees and adversaries, the distrust they both lived by and engendered, endure.

“I won’t talk,” Gerson Werner, a former Shubert employee (and relative) snapped in a gruff, coarse voice when I called to request an interview.10 “Be careful—remember that you’re not dealing with ladies and gentlemen,” another former employee warned me.11 “I have to watch what I say about those guys up there—they’re very shrewd,” Larry Lawrence said at his home in Boca Raton, Florida, eighteen years after Gerald Schoenfeld and Bernard Jacobs had become “the Shuberts.”12 Speaking conspiratorially, Lawrence confirmed that, even without a Shubert in charge, the business continues to be run in a distinctly Shubertian mode.

Centered on Broadway, the Shubert saga covers the entire sweep of American theatre in the twentieth century, but the roots of the story reach back to Syracuse in the last two decades of the nineteenth century.
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The Boys in Syracuse

Syracuse, New York, was the place of our birth,” begins an unfinished memoir by Lee Shubert.1 In fact, however, Lee, his two brothers, and three of his four sisters, were born in Europe, though exactly where and when remain uncertain. “They came from a small town on the border between Germany and Poland,” John Shubert said.2 An 1892 census taken in Syracuse is probably the most reliable source of placing the family. “Polland” is given as the birthplace for the entire family, whose name is spelled Shurburt, though elsewhere it was Shubard, Schubart, or Szemanski.3

Though on the surface the story of their origins seems commonplace enough, Lee’s fictional reconstructions about where and when he and his brothers were born make it clear that he felt he had something to hide. His father, Duvvid Schubart (as he usually spelled it), married Katrina Helwitz in 1870. Katrina’s dowry included a pair of tall pewter candlesticks, a brass samovar, a quilt stuffed with goose feathers, and a collection of relatives in the United States. Like every Jew in Europe at the time, Duvvid looked to America to escape from pogroms and poverty. There was a higher tax on tea in Germany than in Poland, so Duvvid earned a marginal living smuggling tea across the border in the pockets of his overcoat to support the six children Katrina gave birth to in Poland. Finally in 1881, the whole family—Duvvid and Katrina; their three sons, Levi, Sammy, and Jacob; and their three daughters, Fanny, Sarah, and Lisa—boarded a ship in Hamburg and descended to steerage, where they huddled with other emigrants in dank, foul conditions for a journey that took about seven weeks. They were part of a vast exodus of eastern European Jews fleeing Lithuania, Romania, Poland, and Russia in the hope that, whatever America offered, it would be better than the persecution and hunger that had stalked them at home. Between 1880 and 1914, close to two million Jews emigrated from eastern Europe to America, and most of them, like the Schubarts and their relatives, settled in the city of New York.

On their arrival, the Schubarts stayed in Jamaica, in what is now Queens, with the Helwitzes, Katrina’s relatives. Although their names were anglicized—Duvvid Schubart became David Shubart, Katrina became Catherine—David refused to assimilate and refused to work. A religious fanatic, he spent his time praying and allowed his family to be dependent on the generosity of his wife’s relatives. After a few months, the strain of two large families living in a single cramped apartment (there were eight Helwitzes to match the eight Shubarts) became unbearable. The Shubarts had to move. This time David turned to his own relatives: a married sister in Syracuse found the Shubarts a rickety wooden house with two small bedrooms.4

When the family moved into their new home in 1882, Levi was about seven, Sam was about five, and Jacob was only about three. The first two boys, at least, were old enough to be aware of the family’s squalid circumstances and of the shame attached to the fact that their new house, at 110 Grape Street, stood behind another house. A privy was located in back of their house, and behind that were the railroad tracks. The family became accustomed to the chugging and pounding of the engines, the acrid smell of the smoke, and hot cinders. Since they could not afford coal for the stove in the kitchen, the three boys picked up lumps of coal that fell from the engines of the passing trains. David’s sister and an Orthodox congregation helped the family through the first winter in Syracuse. David prayed while his frail, short wife, barely five feet, bore another daughter, Dora, cooked and washed and cleaned and became increasingly haggard. “My grandfather was a religious man who believed the Lord would provide if he kept the faith,” John said scornfully, clearly repeating the family-accepted version of their origins. “No one in the family liked to talk about it, but one of the younger daughters, Lisa, died of malnutrition that first winter. The generation before mine rarely mentioned it, and when they did the women would get tears in their eyes and Father and Uncle Lee would always look away.”5

In the early 1880s, when the Shubart family moved there, Syracuse had a population of one hundred twenty-one thousand people and was one of the largest manufacturing cities in the state. More than twenty-five hundred firms were in business, in either manufacturing or trade. Their home at 110 Grape Street was located in the city’s Seventh Ward, a thriving, thickly settled ghetto with a scattering of Irish and Italians amid the Jews from Germany, Poland, and Lithuania.6 In the 1880s, Grape Street was a major thoroughfare with three meat markets, a bakery, four Jewish restaurants, a fish store, a liquor store, and two dry-goods stores. At the corner of Grape and Harrison stood a three-story building that was the vital center of Jewish life in Syracuse, a place where the traditions of the Old World were reverently preserved. On the first floor were Rubin’s kosher meat market, Abe Rothchild’s barbershop, Yutke Manheim’s fish market, Lazarus’s bakery, Mayeroshke the cobbler, Sara Eddlestein’s dressmaking shop, Etta Grossman’s millinery shop, and Kahn’s saloon. The second floor was a kosher boardinghouse, and the entire third floor was Rubin’s Hall, for weddings and parties. Although there was some tension between the German and Polish Jews, the immigrants helped each other, as the Shubarts could certainly testify, and stood together against outsiders, who referred to them as “the Israelites of the Seventh Ward.”

“Conscious of the prejudice against them they bring into the battle for their rights that dogged zeal and distinctive power of concentration which have demanded for them the admiration of honest men,” the Syracuse Standard commented in an editorial on June 13, 1890. The Standard’s benevolent racism may have been intended to counter the more brutal kind that Jews regularly experienced. “We believe the descendants of Abraham in Syracuse have not contributed very largely to swell the city’s relief funds, and this fact is highly creditable to them as a people,” the editorial continued.

While most of the Jewish immigrants worked hard and prospered, David, who was stocky and healthy looking with a fine pink complexion, did not. He placed his family under a double disgrace: not only did he fail to thrive, he was also an alcoholic. To be a Jew who drank in this cohesive community, where neighbors knew each other’s business and looked out for each other, meant humiliation of the worst sort for both David and his family.

David finally went to work as a peddler, the standard occupation for Jewish immigrants. Peddlers, who were itinerant department stores carrying dry goods into rural areas, got their supplies in Syracuse from Jewish merchants like Shimberg, Silverman, and Thalheimer. On Sunday nights the Shubart boys, like Jewish sons throughout the Seventh Ward, helped their father arrange his packs, which might contain socks, suspenders, underwear, bedspreads, towels, pins, needles, napkins, aprons, bibs, ladies’ stockings, and men’s workshirts.7 On Monday mornings David would strap the packs on his back, carry one in each hand, and march to the train station along with the other peddlers. They boarded trains for Oswego or Canandaigua or Binghamton and then walked for miles, often over rugged terrain, to the farmers who were their regular customers. Sometimes the farmers paid in cash for dry goods; sometimes they traded poultry and eggs. It was a hard living, but many enterprising peddlers flourished, expanding their routes and eventually saving up enough money to become shopkeepers. But not David, who suffered from rheumatism and complained loudly about it. “That’s one of the reasons he was such a bad peddler,” John said. “And when the family had very, very little money, just barely enough to send him, he used to go to a watering resort to ‘cure’ his condition.”8

When Levi (later Lee), his oldest son, turned ten, David terminated the boy’s schooling and brought him into the business. With a pack strapped on his back, Levi followed his father along the rutted country roads. After a few weeks, Levi traded a used baseball glove and a well-knicked bat for a child’s wagon, which could carry three times the weight Levi could manage on his back. David slapped his son not because the wagon was a bad idea—in fact, it was good for business—but because it had not been his own idea. David was often surly and brutal, especially when he drank. “All the boys took the old man on for a fistfight at some point along the line,” John said.9

Once he put Levi to work, David withdrew into alcoholic and religious isolation, leaving his wife and sons to take care of themselves, of their sisters, and of him. At this point, in effect, David writes himself out of the Shubert family history, becoming the father who never was. When the boys moved their mother and sisters down to New York a decade later, after they had established themselves as Broadway impresarios, David stayed behind. A year or so after that, he retraced his steps, retiring to Jamaica and the Helwitz household. He ended his life in America exactly where he began it, in a dark walk-up apartment overlooking the rattling elevated tracks. His sons supported him, though he had virtually no contact with them or with his estranged wife. “He and my grandmother never got back together again,” John said. “I don’t think that they ever actually spoke after they broke up in Syracuse. When they came on down to the Big Time, Old Man Shubert just wouldn’t accept it. He found he was no longer the boss of the family. His position had been usurped by Lee, and his wife had become too much of a boss in the family. He went back to Jamaica because there an Orthodox family understood him.”10

A last image of the Shubert paterfamilias: the managers of the Shubert-owned theatres in Brooklyn used to give David passes, which he would then peddle in front of his sons’ theatres. For the rest of their lives, his three sons rejected David’s example as fiercely as they denied that they had been immigrants. Unlike their father, Lee, Sam, and Jacob did not drink, remained almost defiantly inattentive to their Jewish heritage (“I have never seen them at any point favor anything that was Jewish,” John recalled11), and were phenomenally hardworking. Where David was mystical, his sons were blatantly materialistic; where David had no interest or ability in accumulating money, his sons worshiped devoutly at the altar of the false god of riches and avarice. From David’s worldly failure arose the demons that haunted and drove the Shubert brothers all their lives; and no matter how much capital or property they were to acquire, submerged but never forgotten were the image of their selfish, lazy, inebriated father, who loved his God far more than he ever cared for them, and the specter of hunger that shadowed their early childhoods. And in the pathological attitude toward fatherhood both Lee and Jacob were to exhibit, David was surely an unexorcized presence, a bit of antimatter in their souls. “No, we don’t glorify old Grandfather David,” John said. “He gave his wife and children a rough time.”12

Attempting to counteract her husband’s inadequacy, Catherine Shubart took in boarders and arranged for her daughters to get paid for sewing at home. Unlike David, she felt pride rather than rivalry as her sons went to work with a vengeance. In photographs taken after her sons had become rich and famous, Catherine looks severe; she pulls back from the camera’s prying gaze the way her sons did. John recalled that “her hands were very small, her feet were very small, her body was very small; in fact it seemed almost impossible that she had given birth to all the children that she had.”13 Far from oozing the warmth and personality of the traditional Jewish matron, she seemed painfully constrained and self-conscious. The son of one of her boarders said that his father remembered Mrs. Shubart pushing her sons out the door when they came home for lunch. “You want corned beef?” she would ask. “Here’s ten cents, go buy yourself a corned beef sandwich.”14

While the girls were kept at home, the boys were enrolled in school. Levi and Sammy were restless, indifferent students who went to only one school, which was run by a Rabbi Levy, a short man with red hair and whiskers who held class in his living room. “Most of his students were sons of poor pack peddlers—Levy received a dollar a month for each pupil, and he averaged fifty at a time,” writes Willie Provol, who attended Rabbi Levy’s classes with the Shubart boys and Marcus Heiman, who would later become a Shubert business partner. Levy was a disciplinarian, who yanked the ears of misbehaving boys, and something of a moral philosopher. He devoted half of each day to “lectures on self-reliance, resourcefulness and ambition. Hundreds of his former pupils, scattered over the United States, testify lovingly to his beneficial influence.”15

Levi, ten, and Sammy, eight, were relieved when David pulled them out of school so they could go to work to support him, but Jacob, only six, refused to quit school. He started working when he turned eight, as his father demanded, but he also continued his education. At fourteen, to David’s mortification, Jacob graduated from a Catholic grammar school. David, of course, would not pay for his schooling, so Jacob paid for it himself from the money he earned selling newspapers. In later years, as John recalled, his father said he was “grateful for the discipline the nuns had instilled.”16

After he became famous, there were persistent rumors that Lee could neither read nor write. John Kenley, a play reader for Lee Shubert in the thirties, scoffed, “Lee could read but with some difficulty. He never did read a play in his entire life, however. I told him to read; I encouraged him to read; but he wouldn’t. He once asked me to make him a synopsis of the Reader’s Digest. All his letters were written by attorneys, though he did memos, short dictation, only a few lines at a time. J. J. read a lot, on the other hand, but he didn’t understand what he read.”17

“Lee basically didn’t get any education,” John maintained.


I would say that toward the end of his life he was able to read a newspaper well, and he could probably read through a letter, but I don’t think he could write at all. I think he would write his name, and a few elementary notes, but I never saw him write a full letter of any kind in longhand, or even a short memorandum to anyone. My father told me that Sam, who had just as little time in school as Lee had, maybe even less time, was able to read and write easily.18



With minimal education and a father who offered neither financial support nor moral guidance, the three Shubart boys were responsible for their own survival, and for that of their family, from a startlingly early age. As youngsters in Syracuse, they quickly demonstrated the native shrewdness that was to earn them more money from the theatre than anyone else in the history of American show business.

Thin and sallow, Levi inherited his father’s sharp, Asian-looking eyes, and even as a youngster he regarded the world with suspicion. In childhood photographs he has the look of the most unpopular kid in class, a born loner. While he pulled the wagon for his father during the day, at night he ran bets on ball games and prizefights for a cigar operator who carried on an underground operation. The boy who had held the job before him had been caught, but Levi, like his father the former tea smuggler, never was. After about eighteen months, a drummer in the cigar store told Levi of a day job at a cigar factory. Reluctantly, David released him from peddling on the condition that Levi bring him two cigars every day.

The boy never succeeded as a cigar maker. He started with either too much filler or too little, and he consistently cut his fingers with the small, curved knife cigar makers constantly wield. On the bench next to him sat a young man whose skill was greater than Levi’s but whose distaste for the work proved equal. Joe Rosenthal, who was impressed by the way Levi could master figures in his head, said he wanted to open a haberdashery shop and needed a partner. Rosenthal told Levi that he would have to put in one hundred dollars to become a partner. Levi had managed to save about fifty dollars, an enormous sum (especially so in light of the fact that David demanded his entire weekly salary) and an early indication of his financial ability; he may have accumulated the money on the sly when he worked for the bookie. Levi asked his father’s rabbi to recommend someone who could lend him the fifty dollars he needed; the rabbi gave him a letter of introduction to Joseph W. Jacobs, a well-to-do merchant. Impressed by the boy’s earnest manner, Jacobs advanced him the money. Rosenthal, it turned out, had no money of his own, but he had the connections Levi needed to move forward. Joe introduced him to the son of one of the wealthiest German Jewish families in Syracuse. The son agreed to enter into partnership with Levi, and once the firm of Shubart and Mirbach was founded, Levi hired Joe Rosenthal as a clerk.

Under Levi’s watch, the store never prospered, though it probably wouldn’t have mattered to Levi if it had. He found the work tedious and spent most of his time staring out at the horse-drawn carriages on the bustling main street of downtown Syracuse.19 Despite his small, unrevealing eyes, Levi could be persuasive: he had convinced Joe Rosenthal, David’s rabbi, Joseph Jacobs, and the Mirbach family that he was worth taking a chance on.

Where Levi was dour and hidden and had developed an expert poker face at an early age, Jacob was a live wire with a ripping temper. In contrast to his slender brothers, Jacob had the physique of a heavyweight: thick neck, broad, sloping shoulders, a pair of big fists. He was the only son who never cried after one of David’s beatings. “Father was the handsomest of the bunch,” John claimed. “He had curly hair, a good complexion, and he was very strong physically, tremendously strong.”20 But from the beginning, Jacob seemed branded as the “other” Shubart, an outsider, even within the family. He was the son who openly defied David, as when he continued attending Catholic school despite his father’s enraged objections. David punished Jacob more frequently and more vigorously than he did his two other boys, and perhaps as a consequence Jacob in turn fought with his brothers. From very early on, Sammy and Levi formed a bond from which the youngest brother was at least partially excluded.

Jacob’s first job was selling newspapers outside a hotel on the seamy side of town where gamblers, hoodlums, and politicians gathered to shoot dice, play cards, and bet on ponies. Cunningly, the boy figured that winners might feel expansive enough to give him a tip when they bought a paper. Jacob regularly fought off other kids who wanted the same spot. “He was the little bully who used to protect his corner from the other news kids,” John said. “He found out that if you’re really tough, people leave you alone.”21 Word of his success reached the circulation manager of the Union News, who offered the boy a job selling newspapers and magazines on the train that went from Syracuse to Rochester. In the Darwinian struggle for survival into which their father had tossed them, both boys were remarkably adept. Ambition, vitality, and love of money drove them, even then.

It was their middle brother, Sammy, who gave them the chance to move into a more exciting world than selling clothes and newspapers. Painfully thin, “pasty-faced and sallow,” according to John, Sammy was Mrs. Shubart’s favorite son, the boy she thought could do no wrong. “He was sort of a dreamy-eyed character,” John said. “Lee had none of the dreamy eyes in him, neither did Father, and neither did the girls. Sammy was sort of off in left field, all by himself, and maybe that’s how genius runs. He was the one who had the drive and the foresight to really start up this whole deal.”22

With his small hands and feet—he walked with a slight limp—and his delicate features, Sammy looked vulnerable, and his mother and sisters felt he needed special looking after. Once he left home, he incited the maternal instinct of practically every woman he was to meet. Moreover, as Lee writes, “Even at [an] early age, and despite his diminutive size, Sam had an impressive personality and a winning way, going about whatever he had to do with a zeal and a self-assurance that inspired confidence and made friends.”23 The only Shubart boy who looked as if he might have a touch of the poet, Sammy may have seemed frail, but in fact he needed no one’s protection: from the age of eight, when his father ordered him to go to work, Sammy, like his brothers, was a cunning businessman.

There are two versions of how Sammy got his start in show business. In the first, which J. J. passed on to John, he is a shoeshine boy working near the alley of the Grand Opera House in downtown Syracuse; when winter comes, the slender boy begins to shiver as the cold wind from the nearby Erie Canal whips through his worn, hand-me-down jacket. The house manager of the Grand, Charles Plummer, takes pity on him and invites him to sit in a back row during a performance. The boy, who has never been to a theatre, is enchanted by the color and spectacle of a touring production of The Black Crook, an extravaganza first produced in 1868 that is routinely cited as the aboriginal American musical.

In his autobiographical fragment, Lee Shubert supplies a second version of Sammy’s debut. Lee claims that he and his brothers had been regular Saturday matinee theatregoers ever since they had seen one of the annual visits of a “Tom show”—Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the biggest stage hit of the nineteenth century. As the boys wait with other theatregoers, the house manager chooses Sammy for the honor of handing out programs, in exchange for which he gets to see the show for free.24

The first narrative, with Sammy being invited into the theatre from out of the cold by a man who felt sorry for him, is the more plausible. It is unlikely that the Shubart boys, as Lee claims, had the money, the time, or even the inclination to be regular Saturday afternoon theatregoers; their father would never have allowed it. Besides, they would have been expected to observe the Sabbath.

However Sammy Shubart first gained entrance into the Grand Opera House, Mr. Plummer liked him enough to hire him as program boy for $1.50 a week, despite Lee’s assertion that the only pay Sammy received was the right to see every show for free. Like his brothers, Sammy was not satisfied working at only one job. With Willie Provol, an enterprising friend, he formed an interlocking partnership. “We became the boy candy kings of Syracuse,” Provol writes in The Pack Peddler, his charming memoir about his early days in Syracuse. “Irish kids would try to steal Sammy’s candy, and it was up to me to defend him. Sammy was a clean-cut little fellow, rather delicate in health but very shrewd and I was a strong stocky boy. Whenever Sammy got into a fight he would yell for Willie.” Sammy and Willie also peddled fruit to immigrants; delivered newspapers, which required them to be up at 3:00 A.M. on Sundays; and sold handbills at the Grand. Without Willie, Sammy secured the opera-glass concession at the theatre. (Provol offers a rare instance of a Shubert without money on the brain: “On Sunday afternoons, in the basement of their humble home, Sammy constructed an opera house from old soap boxes and cast-off lumber and built his own shifting scenery as well as [a] drop curtain.”)25

Precise dating is not possible, but Sammy probably had his first theatre job early in 1887. Within eighteen months, he was promoted to the box office, the sanctum sanctorum in the Shubert saga. Sammy was so small that customers could not see him in the ticket booth, and he had to stand on a wooden crate. Like Levi, he was a wizard with numbers, able to add sums in his head and to quote daily grosses to the penny. Sammy did everything—from speaking to advancing his career—quickly, and by the end of 1888, he was assistant treasurer at the Grand. The following year, the foremost theatre in town, the Wieting, offered him a position as treasurer and he left the Grand, with Plummer’s approval. Mrs. John Wieting, who had inherited the theatre from her late husband, was impressed by her new employee; and in 1891 she asked Sam Shubart, scarcely five feet tall and weighing a feather or two over one hundred pounds, to become the house manager of her theatre. Sammy immediately hired Levi to take charge of the ushers in the balcony. His older brother, still confined during the day to the drudgery of waiting on customers at his haberdashery, leapt at the chance.

Within a year after Sammy became house manager, the family moved to a larger residence, at 922 Orange Street, which this time was not hidden in the back. By this point, delicate-looking Sammy, who had the gift of arousing the interest and confidence of people who were in a position to help him, had replaced both his father and his older brother as the family breadwinner. With the kind of speed that was to be typical of his whirlwind career, Sammy had risen from program boy to assistant treasurer to treasurer to house manager; his next step, to producer, marked a major transition for this young man in a hurry.

There are also two versions of Sammy’s debut as a producer. In both, the play was A Texas Steer, a farce by Charles Hoyt, a long-forgotten playwright who in his day was the box office king of the American theatre. In version number one, recounted by John Shubert, the company manager of a touring edition of A Texas Steer skipped town with the receipts—a fairly common occurrence at the time. During the week’s engagement at the Wieting, the actors had become friendly with the young and personable house manager and now turned to Sammy to help them: could he raise the money to continue the tour? Sammy first had to convince Mrs. Wieting to keep the show on for another week while he sought backing and secured the rights from Charles Hoyt. Since the house had no prior booking and Mrs. Wieting found Sammy to be an irresistible combination of charm and common sense, she readily agreed. Beginning a practice that would eventually change theatre history, Sammy got the funds to keep the production afloat from sources outside the theatre. Sunday night Sammy took a train down to New York; Monday morning, with a check for a thousand dollars in hand, he called at Hoyt’s office. The playwright was reluctant to admit his young caller, but Sammy got his attention when he announced that he had come not to borrow money but to offer it. Explaining to Hoyt what had happened in Syracuse, he asked for the rights to A Texas Steer. Hoyt, taking the measure of the eager youngster and his check, shook Sammy’s hand, congratulating him on becoming a producer.

Returning on the next train to Syracuse, Sammy brought his brothers in on the very first Shubart production. Jacob, around seventeen, had the job of overseeing a stagehand adjust the letters on the marquee. The billing was to have read “Samuel Shubart Presents,” but the stagehand ran out of As, so he used an extra E. Shubert with an e became the family name that Monday evening, and Shubert with an e it has remained ever since. “Father swears that’s the way it happened,” John said, “but whenever the story was told Uncle Lee would just shrug.”26

In the second version of Sammy’s first play (Lee’s again), calculation rather than chance is the impelling force. As treasurer and as house manager, Sammy had studied the audiences as much as the productions. He noticed that Hoyt’s farces were consistent crowd pleasers and that, of the many Hoyt shows he had seen, A Texas Steer—a farce set in Washington during the days of the robber barons—elicited the heartiest laughs. When Hoyt went to Syracuse with a new play called A Contented Woman, Sammy asked the playwright about his plans for A Texas Steer. Hoyt said he had put the play to rest. Sure that the play still had some kick to it, Sammy offered to buy it for a road tour. Hoyt was “a bit surprised that a sixteen-year-old boy should come forward with such a proposition,” Lee writes, “and a trifle skeptical about his ability to carry it through.” But as ever, Sammy’s manner “commanded respect,” and Hoyt became “seriously interested.”27 Typically playing fast and loose with his brother’s age, as he would all his life alter his own, Lee states that Sammy became a producer at sixteen, which would place the date of Sammy’s negotiations with Hoyt in 1892 or 1893: unlikely for a number of reasons. A Texas Steer opened in New York on January 8, 1894, and Hoyt would not have released the rights until after that date. Sammy must have seen the show for the first time in 1893 during the long pre-Broadway tour. Once he secured the rights, Sammy negotiated with the Syndicate for theatres in which to present the play—the Syndicate was organized in August 1896. It is likely, therefore, that Sammy presented his first play late in 1896 or early in 1897, when he would have been twenty or twenty-one, remarkably young but not quite the sixteen-year-old wunderkind Lee presents.

To launch his tour, Lee continues, Sammy needed five thousand dollars, which he raised from friends and local businessmen. Money in hand, Sammy went down to New York to buy the rights from Frank McKee, Hoyt’s eagle-eyed partner and business manager. The first attraction to be presented under Shubert management was, as Lee writes, “from the start a money-maker for [Sammy] and his backers.”28

This second scenario of how Sammy became a producer, in which he courts a famous playwright, is the one that rings true; he had a reputation as someone who impressed his elders, as someone worth taking a chance on. Sammy’s performance as a novice producer was so successful that the hard-nosed firm of Hoyt and McKee appointed him the following season to take over the tours of two other Hoyt shows, A Contented Woman and A Stranger in New York.

The young man with the gentle manner and soft brown eyes, who seemed to listen to every word older people spoke, was adept not only in gaining the trust of the prominent, he also had a knack for catching the attention of people who would become important, as a meeting in February 1885 with future director and playwright David Belasco attests. At the time, Belasco was stage manager and casting director for a show called May Blossoms, produced by Daniel Frohman; the play needed four local boys to appear as extras, and Belasco hired three from a nearby elementary school and selected the fourth when he noticed Sammy outside the theatre jauntily giving out handbills for coming attractions. Belasco offered Sammy a dollar for the show’s Syracuse run—the first and only time on the boards for any of the Shubert brothers.

Although he was not yet a celebrity, Belasco, a major figure whose emphasis on scenic realism helped modernize the American stage, had already cultivated a florid, grand manner. Sammy was impressed by Belasco’s commanding personality; and when he embarked on his career as an impresario, he tried to emulate Belasco’s speech and gestures. He even let his hair grow in the style Belasco affected. A notorious rake and a Jew who sought a clerical appearance by wearing a reverse collar, Belasco was “a great director and a total fraud,” according to George Abbott.29 Sam was to enlist Belasco’s support in his battle with the Syndicate; and with Belasco’s prestige on his side, Sam’s career rounded an important corner. Later still, Lee and J. J. named two of their most successful operettas, Maytime and Blossom Time, in memory of the show that linked Shubert with Belasco.

Clearly, Sammy had a way with people. He won Belasco’s attention and he convinced Charles Plummer, Mrs. Wieting, Charles Hoyt, Frank McKee, and a core of eminent Jewish merchants in Syracuse to give him, a pint-sized kid from nowhere, a chance. The omnivorous, often brutal Shubert theatrical empire was inaugurated by a boy with charm.

It is significant that the first Shubert presentation was one of the most financially successful plays in the history of the American theatre. In choosing A Texas Steer as his maiden offering and in pursuing Charles Hoyt, Sam demonstrated the Shuberts’ atavistic desire to make money from the theatre. “In the early nineties there was not a more important man in New York’s theatrical circles,” writes theatre historian Douglas L. Hunt. “A millionaire before he was thirty, the lessee of the most successful theatre in the city, renowned as a wit and good fellow about town, Charles Hoyt was truly a Broadway big shot.”30

Between 1883 and his death in 1900, Hoyt wrote and produced seventeen farces and one comic operetta; and fifteen of his shows were box office bonanzas. Hoyt, before he turned to playwriting, had been a drama critic for the Boston Post from 1878 to 1883. He presented himself as an avowed populist, claiming to speak only for the average theatregoer who wanted to have a good time on a night out. Once he began to write plays, Hoyt collaborated with his audiences, adding or deleting material according to the way the crowds responded on the long pre-Broadway tours his shows received. If Hoyt’s work has no enduring literary merit, it is because it was never intended to. Nonetheless, with their vernacular subject matter and vigorous colloquial dialogue, his plays form part of an important movement to Americanize the American theatre in the late nineteenth century.

Like Charles Hoyt, Sam Shubert became adept at taking the public’s pulse. Standing at the back of the orchestra night after night, the young man received a thorough education in the popular theatre of the era. Willie Provol records that he and Sammy handed out bills for and saw Joseph Jefferson in Rip Van Winkle; Henry Dixey in Adonis; Sir Henry Irving and Dame Ellen Terry in The Merchant of Venice; Edwin Booth in Richard III; Richard Mansfield in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde; James O’Neill in The Count of Monte Cristo; Wang, with DeWolf Hopper; The Mikado; a Joe Weber and Lew Fields show, with Lillian Russell; Lew Dockstader’s minstrels; a vaudeville show with Eddie Foy.31 Provol’s list is impressive and revealing. First, it is clearly star oriented, a point fully absorbed by the vigilant young Shubert, who noted well that Syracuse audiences, like those across the country, paid more readily to see stars than plays. Second, Provol remembers primarily American stars.

By the time Willie and Sammy were handing out programs in the mid 1880s, American players had begun to compete with the great European stars. An American acting tradition had been building at least since the time of the Astor Place Riot in 1849 in which supporters of Edwin Forrest (1806–1872), the first American-born star, had clashed violently with the fans of William Macready, an aristocratic British actor who openly mocked the American’s interpretation of classical roles. In the 1880s, foreign stars still commanded special respect, and few American players could match the adulation that greeted a Sarah Bernhardt, an Eleanora Duse, a Tommaso Salvini, or an Adelaide Ristori; but the American stage could boast a group of native-born star performers, as well as homegrown versions of musical comedy, burlesque, melodrama, and vaudeville. While foreign actors had been appearing in America throughout the nineteenth century, it wasn’t until July 19, 1884, when Augustin Daly’s company appeared in London, that a foreign city received American players. In 1886, Daly’s was the first American troupe to appear in France and Germany.

Moreover, the theatre business itself had recently undergone a seismic transformation. Until after the Civil War, the local stock company, in which a permanent group of actors performed a series of plays, had been the dominant form of theatrical presentation. Beginning in the 1870s, the combination system—in which actors were cast for a role in a single play, which was then sent out on tour—became increasingly popular. In the transition period between the heyday of the stock companies and the rise of the combination system, visiting stars were often supported by local stock players, often with slapdash results.

The combination system, which remains the reigning theatrical mode, radically altered the economics of theatre. Just at the time the Shuberts were entering it, theatre, for the first time, became a big business. In a financial sense, at least, the new combination method was good for practically everyone—stars, agents, theatre owners, and producers. Stock companies may have been healthy for actors, artistically speaking, but their rapid demise suggests that audiences clearly preferred the new system. The only one for whom the combination system was decidedly not good was the manager, who directed and sometimes acted with his own handpicked players in a season of rotating plays, some of which he may have written himself, performed at his own theatre. The stock company autocrat was not an empire builder, eager to acquire a string of theatres or to produce plays for other managements; he was an artist concerned only with his single theatre and his own troupe. As a businessman, he was strictly small-scale.

The combination system and its purely commercial basis inevitably ended the era of the stock company over which Augustin Daly, the leading manager of the pre-Shubert era, had presided magisterially.32 The new arrangement not only forced theatres to compete for shows originating from New York but also spawned middlemen, the bookers who routed shows to provincial theatre owners clamoring for product. Beginning their careers during this combustible transition period, when control was shifting from resident artistic managers like Augustin Daly to businessmen based in New York who were driven by visions of a national circuit of theatres, the Shuberts’ timing could not have been better.

On December 14, 1897, Sam Shubert became the manager of the Bastable Theatre in Syracuse, and for the first time the budding impresario had a theatre of his own. Sam leased the theatre at an annual rental of about seven thousand dollars. “Mr. Shubert carries a very old head on very young shoulders,” the Syracuse Standard reported, adding that Sam, “known for his tact” and for his “uniform courtesy to patrons,” had been chosen from among a dozen bidders to run a theatre whose previous manager, “some would say, has not done all that was possible for the house.”33 Sam faced strong competition from the Wieting, a house booked by the newly hatched Theatrical Syndicate. As a Syndicate operation, the Wieting had first claim on hit shows direct from Broadway or on revivals of past hits featuring their original stars.

To get his feet on the ground, and simply to keep the Bastable open, Sam offered “an old-fashioned stock company in old-fashioned plays at old-fashioned prices.” For his second season, however, Sam renovated the theatre and its programming, boldly announcing he would book touring combinations only. His plan placed him in open competition with the Syndicate, which by 1898 had already established virtually monopolistic control over the booking and routing of first-class productions from New York. In challenging the Syndicate and its tyrannical chieftain, Abraham Lincoln Erlanger, Sam launched what was to be the longest, bloodiest, and most decisive battle in Shubert history.

With his perpetual scowl, his mouth turned downward in disdain, his beady eyes, which looked with suspicion at colleague and opponent alike, his comically pudgy physique, and the harsh voice in which he barked commands, Abraham Lincoln Erlanger was brilliantly equipped to play his role as one of the most vivid villains in American theatrical history. Rather than emulate his namesake, Erlanger styled himself after Napoléon, stuffing his office with military and imperial artifacts. Like the Shuberts, he maintained a lifelong zest for high-stakes combat. Erlanger was almost universally disliked, and the description J. J. provides in a fragmentary memoir written in the 1940s may be only slightly exaggerated: “He was a short, bald, stubby, undersized, thickset man with a bulldog head. He was cold, callous, and calculating, and the milk of human kindness never permeated his curious ego. With no education of account, and profane to the last word, he would not brook any argument. His mind was usually made up before you got to him. He had no pity for the unfortunate, and he always boasted that his word was his bond. His God was money.”34

Born in Buffalo in 1860 and raised in Cleveland, Erlanger had a background as humble as the Shuberts’. Like them, he was thrust into a struggle for survival at an age when later laws would have mandated attendance at school. At age eight, an errand boy in a dry-goods shop, he had to be up by 6:00 A.M., which is when he started his days for the rest of his life. Like Sam, he began his theatre career early—before he had even entered his teens. Handing out opera glasses at the Academy of Music in Cleveland, he impressed his employers at an astonishingly young age and was promoted to the post of assistant treasurer, then treasurer. Like Sam again, the young Erlanger knew how to gain the confidence of power brokers: when the Academy of Music passed into the hands of industrialist Mark Hanna, the national chairman of the Republican Party and the man most responsible for the election of President William McKinley, Erlanger made himself indispensable to Hanna’s theatrical interests and became a fast friend.

In the early 1880s, when he became a road manager, he observed firsthand the operations of the theatre’s primitive booking system. His first important assignment was for one of Joseph Jefferson’s perennial tours in Rip Van Winkle. As an advance man—a crucial cog in the theatrical wheel of those days—Erlanger arrived in town before the show to look over the theatre that had been booked, to confer with the theatre owner or the manager, to make reservations at a hotel or boardinghouse for the company, to make sure that bills were posted around town, to spread “paper” (free tickets given to the newspapers and to local merchants who could help boost the show), and to oversee box office procedures to make sure that the producer he worked for was not being cheated. If his show was booked for a week, Erlanger would be in town for one or two days, but if he was representing a one-night-stand attraction, then he would race through his responsibilities in a morning or an afternoon and be off to the next town on the route. In those days, advance men could spell the difference between the success or failure of a tour.

Tireless, swift, and with an ability to be ingratiating when he had to be, Erlanger was a splendid advance man. Promoting a known attraction like Joseph Jefferson did not fully test Erlanger’s mettle, however. The campaign that made him renowned in theatrical circles was the one he orchestrated in the South for an actress named Effie Ellsler, whose fame at the time did not extend beyond the major cities of the East. On each stop of the route, Erlanger appeared two weeks prior to the star’s arrival and deluged the town with publicity, plastering photographs on billboards and planting enticing interviews in local papers. His P. T. Barnum-like tactics and their effectiveness became his calling card in New York.

Erlanger’s partner on the Ellsler routing was another advance man, Marc Klaw, who was to be his close business associate for more than three decades. A Kentuckian born in 1858, Klaw was a lawyer who went to work as an advance man when he was unable to find clients. Klaw and Erlanger, as they were invariably called after they rose to power, were a potent team. Tall and lean and with a characteristically tight-lipped expression, which made him look as if he had just eaten a very sour pickle, Klaw played the diplomat to Erlanger’s fiery imperator. “He was shrewd, calculating, a Uriah Heep, always ingratiating himself, making the balls for Erlanger to fire, helping Erlanger feed with venom against somebody. He was the go-between,” J. J. writes, “always professing friendship, but the die was always cast. His office was not as pretentious as Erlanger’s, and he would only be called in on the most important matters. He was very untrustworthy, but very tactful, which Erlanger was not.”35

Before the Theatrical Syndicate arose, managers of provincial theatres journeyed to New York in the summer to sign up a slate of attractions for the coming season. Transactions were conducted alfresco, out on the sidewalks surrounding Union Square, then New York’s theatrical hub. The casual system was often hazardous for both buyers and sellers. As insurance against the real possibility that a promised show might be canceled or booked elsewhere at the time it had been scheduled, local managers often double-booked their theatres, just as New York producers sometimes booked the same attraction into more than one theatre for the same play dates. Local theatre owners were often at the mercy of New York producers, who might cancel their shows if they had been unable to secure a full season’s bookings; producers themselves were dependent on the railroads for transporting their shows; and too often their profits were eroded by a route in which there were great distances between one booking and the next and in which there was too much time between engagements.

Their experiences on the road made Klaw and Erlanger keenly aware of the need for a middleman who could bring order to booking and routing. In 1894 they decided to open a booking agency of their own. They were not the first middlemen (before they opened they bought out the Taylor Booking Agency on Union Square), but no one before them had such great ambition. At their new agency, out-of-town theatre owners could book an entire season from the roster of attractions that Klaw and Erlanger had rounded up from independent producers.

The agency offered both theatre owners and producers a service not previously available, and in the process Klaw and Erlanger helped regularize a business that had been notoriously catch-as-catch-can. Filling a need, they became successful so quickly they charged whatever they thought they could, from one-third of the net to 5 percent of the gross to the theatre owner and, in addition, up to 50 percent of the profits to the producer, and they refused to do business with anyone who would not meet their terms.

Early in 1896, a theatre owner and booker named Al Hayman approached Klaw and Erlanger with a plan for extending their agency onto a nationwide level by assuming control of a vast network of theatres that would agree to book attractions on terms the agency would set. With visions of John D. Rockefeller—a little shopkeeper from Erlanger’s hometown of Cleveland who had gained control of the oil business by eliminating inefficiency and competition—already dancing in his head, Erlanger leapt at Hayman’s proposal for establishing what in effect would be a nationwide theatrical trust.

Having worked in San Francisco for impresario M. B. Leavitt, who claimed to have pioneered the circuit scheme, Hayman learned firsthand how to build and control a network of theatres. Working for Leavitt, he had started out by managing a single theatre; then he quickly branched out on his own to gain exclusive control of the booking of several West Coast houses. By the time he spoke with Klaw and Erlanger, he was able to dictate bookings in important cities between the Missouri River and the Pacific Ocean. Born Raphael Hayman in what in 1852 was Wheeling, western Virginia, “he was very much the type of Erlanger,” J. J. observes. “Machiavellian in makeup, brutal, forceful. He spent the early part of his life in Australia (there were rumors of a forced residence), and he spoke in a vaguely English accent. He was hard and cruel in his decisions, and abrogated his contract and his word when it suited him.”36

On August 31, 1896, Erlanger, Klaw, and Hayman, together with three other men—producer Charles Frohman (“C. F.”), theatre owners and sometime producers Samuel Nixon and Fred Zimmerman—met for lunch at the Holland House Hotel on Union Square to establish the American Theatrical Syndicate. Although the participants said that their coming together was merely by chance, like everything else that they did it was in fact calculated. Five of the six partners had financial control of theatres in different parts of the country, and when they pooled their resources their influence stretched from coast to coast. Klaw and Erlanger had strong affiliations in the East and the South; Hayman had a lock on the Far West; Nixon and Zimmerman were partners who had a monopoly in Philadelphia and Ohio. Frohman, the one genuine producer in the group (who would keep his distance from the others), brought to the table a much-needed touch of class.37

The historic Holland House meeting signaled both the advent and the triumph of the businessman in the theatre. For the first time on such a scale, a mere functionary, a go-between responsible neither for the show nor for the theatre, attained a position of virtually absolute power. Those who wrote plays and those who produced them were, in short order, at the mercy of the Syndicate, and the theatregoing public was placed in the passive position of taking what the Syndicate (which came increasingly to mean what Abraham Lincoln Erlanger) was pleased to send it. “One cannot but admire the magnificent audacity of their purpose,” Alfred L. Bernheim writes in his landmark economic history of the American theatre.38 With evident respect, Lee Shubert describes the Syndicate as “a concentration of authority never known before or since in the legitimate theatre.”39 Monopolies were the era’s economic currency; a 1904 survey revealed that 319 industrial trusts had absorbed about fifty-three hundred formerly independent concerns.40 And the Theatrical Syndicate operated with the megalomania that was rampant in the trust-building frenzy of the time.

Sam launched his career as a producer just months after the Syndicate had been formed; and from the beginning, even before he openly defied the Syndicate at the Bastable, he had felt the lash of Erlanger’s tyrannical methods. After he had secured the rights for a tour of A Texas Steer, Sam needed a route and so went directly to the source, the fledgling Syndicate, which had already wrapped its tentacles around most of the best theatres in the Northeast. At the time Sam, a green kid from the provinces who limped, spoke in a soft voice, and had a disarming manner, posed no threat. Peering imperiously over his mammoth desk at the thin young man, Erlanger asked Sam why he thought he had the right to go into show business. Sam glanced downward in silence. He spent the rest of his life, however, providing Erlanger a vivid answer to his question.41

In that first meeting, all Erlanger had to go on was the fact that Sam had obtained the rights to a hit show from Hoyt and McKee, known in the business as sharp traders. Impressed, he booked Sam’s show into first-class theatres. But as soon as “better” attractions became available, Erlanger began to reroute A Texas Steer into one-night stands and run-down theatres. The show was booked in New Orleans at Mardi Gras, but at the last minute Erlanger put another show in its place. (“Even today, once you get in the South and get in trouble, you’re in real trouble,” John said in 1959.42) Sam had no choice but to stop the tour. He made no attempt to retaliate—then.

When he acquired another Hoyt play, A Contented Woman, Sam once again had to apply to the Syndicate for theatres, but by this time, aware of Erlanger’s tactics, he bribed a Syndicate booker. “Erlanger didn’t pay too much attention to the show, which he thought was second-rate, and the booker never showed Erlanger the real books,” John said, “and so in that way the booker helped the show to sneak through.”43 When he was on tour with the show in Philadelphia, Sam outfoxed Erlanger again, this time by enlisting Syndicate partner Samuel Nixon as a secret ally. “Nixon was the best of the whole lot of the Syndicate,” J. J. writes. “He was not in any way vindictive, but he was very vacillating, you could not depend on his decision. (He and his partner Zimmerman, a very affable man dominated by Nixon, should not have been in show business.)”44

“Nixon and Sam made an arrangement that if the Shuberts got any theatre or show, Nixon would come in on it and put up the necessary financial part of his interest,” John said. “But it would have to be kept very, very secret, as Erlanger would never permit Nixon to make any deal with Shubert.”45 (Only a few years later, however, Nixon and Zimmerman openly coproduced A Chinese Honeymoon with Sam.)

Throughout Sam’s early career, then, the Theatrical Syndicate was an unavoidable obstacle that had to be alternately confronted and ducked, cajoled and outwitted. To survive, Sam began to employ Erlanger’s own strategies. Bribery, double cross, evasion, and lying became part of the Shubert way of conducting business. As he built up a minicircuit in the Mohawk Valley behind Erlanger’s back, Sam for the most part skillfully disguised his actions. Decades after his first encounter with Sam, Erlanger was asked why he hadn’t crushed the frail-looking boy from Syracuse. He is supposed to have answered, according to John, “Why, I wouldn’t have done that—he was Jewish.”46 Indeed, Sammy Shubert was one of his own, the kind of son Erlanger might himself have raised if he had ever raised a son. The bond between Erlanger and Sam was psychological as well: both relished money and power and a good fight; and in Sam and his brothers, the Syndicate warlord was to confront the wiliest and most tenacious opponents of his career.

In his second season at the “new” Bastable, when Sam booked competitively against the Syndicate-controlled Wieting, he featured spectacles, extravaganzas, sensation melodramas, variety bills, and farces. Since the big stars were likely to be booked at the Wieting, Sam had to feature the play itself or some aspect of the production as the enticement. The only stars on his programs at this time—the team of Bert Williams and George Walker, as well as Marie Dressler—were from vaudeville, which was not under Syndicate domination.

In the kinds of shows he presented and in the way he advertised them, Sam was simply following the fashions of the period. True to what was to become Shubert house policy, he was a canny copycat rather than an innovator. Because it had proven to be good for business, Sam used “New York” as a consistent selling point; for the road, “direct from New York” or “as seen in New York” were important pedigrees. Advertising was often evasive about whether audiences would be seeing the New York company; in most cases they would not, but a show guaranteed to be an authentic replication of a New York hit was often a strong enough lure.

For his opening attraction up against the Wieting, Sam presented Hoyt’s Stranger in New York, a hit musical comedy. Other shows that crucial season were described as “a big scenic production” (The Queen of Chinatown); a romance “exactly as performed at the Eagle Theatre, New York”; “a kaleidoscopic mechanical trick dramatic spectacle in three acts”; a sensational melodrama (King of the Opium Den) “as performed for one hundred nights at the Academy of Music, New York”; a “world-famous” magician; a “big vaudeville farce”; and “the greatest naval drama ever seen in New York.”47

In Syracuse at the end of the century, as in theatres everywhere else, bigger clearly was better. Long evenings of four-act plays filled with spectacle—battles, hurricanes, real horses—were major drawing cards, indicating how avid theatregoers were for the kind of scenic realism and large-scale action set pieces the movies would begin to offer in the new century. With a program selling size and sensation, Sam was running a carnivalesque playground, a “people’s theatre” with something for everyone.

In his first season against the Syndicate, Sam not only held his own, he quickly expanded by leasing the Grand Opera House. He appointed Lee as manager, and in the fall of 1899 opened the theatre as a venue for “high-class” vaudeville. “If it’s at the Grand it must be good,” the theatre boasted; and typical of vaudeville houses throughout the country, the Grand was promoted as the “home of clean, bright, honest entertainment.” By the time the Shuberts were presenting it, vaudeville had been trying for two decades to overcome its origins in raffish concert saloons where male patrons, milling together in packed, smoky rooms, came to drink and to carouse with often scantily clad waitresses. “Variety” was the term used for the program of singers, dancers, and comedians the saloons offered, and it came to connote a low popular form, a kind of rude, profane entertainment that helped give show business its air of scandal.

In presenting “refined” vaudeville, the Shuberts were capitalizing on the efforts of the genre’s pioneers. Tony Pastor, the father of upscale variety, opened a theatre in New York in 1879 that outlawed alcohol and prostitution and presented “clean” shows, promoting talent rather than vice. Where saloon variety played to working-class men, Pastor aimed to attract a middle-class clientele, women as well as men. Keeping a strict watch over his one theatre, Pastor, like the typical nineteenth-century manager, thought small—variety didn’t become big business until B. F. Keith and his partner, E. F. Albee, invaded the field in the mid 1880s.

Like the Shuberts, Keith and Albee were born empire builders. They constructed a chain of regally appointed theatres for their “high-class” entertainment, in the process banishing the word “variety” for the French word vaudeville, which they felt gave the form a cultural patina. Both men were ardent moralists who permitted no suggestion of off-color material on their stages and tolerated no personal vulgarity from any of the performers whose careers they controlled. Where Sam had to buck the Syndicate, Lee had to compete with Keith and Albee, who by 1900 enjoyed a virtual monopoly in vaudeville.

In booking the Grand, Lee did not have access to the name performers in the field. They were under contract to Keith and Albee or to one of the handful of other czars of the vaudeville big time. Rather than building toward a headliner, programs at the Grand featured acrobats, animal acts, and oddities. For the week beginning Monday, December 4, 1899, with matinees daily at two and evening shows at eight, the Grand offered a ten-act program that included feet balancers, Indian-club artists, a Hebrew impersonator, masters of the silver rings, a sketch by George M. Cohan, and with a glance at the future, the “Kinodrome,” a moving picture process that offered “animated views of special current events.”48

After Sam became the lessee of the Bastable and the Grand, he was two-for-one against the Syndicate in his hometown. But the Syndicate had a lock on the best theatre in town and a binding contract with most of the first-class attractions “direct from New York,” and to survive Sam had to expand his reach beyond Syracuse. In rapid succession, he obtained leases on other upstate New York theatres that the Syndicate had not yet seized or did not want: the Majestic in Utica, the Rand Opera House in Troy, the Cook Opera House in Rochester, and Harmanus Hall in Albany. To conceal his movements from Erlanger, Sam often had one of his partners sign the lease. But even with this form of protection, Sam’s expansionist moves demanded extraordinary nerve: a kid with a couple of theatres, Sam eagerly took on the octopus-like Syndicate.

The odds against a Shubert success in Rochester, for instance, were steep. The Cook, like most of the houses the Syndicate had bypassed, was a “Jonah,” a jinx house that had seen about ten different managers in three or four years. Since J. J. (as Jacob was now known) was familiar with Rochester from his newspaper route, Sam appointed him his Rochester deputy. Abe Wolf, the owner-manager of the Lyceum, the opposition house, greeted J. J. by assuring him that, as J. J. later told John, he didn’t have “a Chinaman’s chance” and that the Shuberts wouldn’t last longer than two weeks.49

Sam was optimistic about the first attraction he had signed for the theatre, the Henocksberg Cummings Stock Company (John Henocksberg was co-lessee of the theatre) with Jessie Bonstelle, the first lady of regional stock, as leading woman. However, when J. J. went to place an ad in the local paper, he was abruptly dismissed; the former managers had left unpaid bills, and the paper wanted $150 in advance, which J. J. didn’t have. As the Shuberts often did in their early days, J. J. borrowed the money from a Syracuse crony, in this case Phil Lenen, a former manager at the Wieting. When J. J. went to place the order for the posters announcing the Cook’s opening show, he was rebuffed by the owner of the bill-posting plant, a local big shot and bully. “This Mr. Stalbrodt, a most insulting man, wouldn’t take my father seriously—I mean a kid that age,” John recalled. Reluctantly, Stalbrodt agreed to print bills for the week but only if J. J. paid for the posting in advance, allowed Stalbrodt to decide where the bills were to be placed, and also paid in advance for covering up the postings with blank paper. Stalbrodt was more pessimistic than Wolf; he was certain the Shuberts “would not last out the week.”50

The Shuberts made liars of both men. They lowered prices, charging half what other theatres were—ten cents for all seats at matinees, twenty-five cents for all seats at night—and Henocksberg Cummings did capacity business for six months. For good measure, as he was to do throughout his career, J. J. claimed an eye for an eye: he got even with the “insulting” Stalbrodt by opening a bill-posting business of his own. J. J.’s company charged one and two cents a sheet, where Stalbrodt’s charged four or five cents, and succeeded in attracting national as well as local advertisers. J. J. himself, working at night with stagehands, would tear down Stalbrodt’s posters, throw them into the Genessee River, and replace them with his own sheets. He got the best locations by offering landlords free tickets to all shows at the Cook. When Stalbrodt saw that his best locations were starting to go, he realized too late that, as J. J. gleefully recalled to John, “we Shuberts meant business.”51

J. J.’s assault on Rochester was set back eight months later when their partner, Henocksberg, sold the lease of the Cook Opera House without the Shuberts’ knowledge or consent. One morning J. J. arrived at work to find his office furniture out on the sidewalk. To avoid arousing Erlanger’s suspicion, the lease had been in Henocksberg’s name, and there was nothing J. J. could do. But he was far from defeated. There was a closed hotel around the corner from where he was living, and he thought it would make a fine location for a theatre. The hotel was owned by a Mrs. Baker, a member of one of the city’s oldest and most prosperous families. She was now an elderly woman who, like many in her generation, disapproved of the theatre. But like Sam and Lee, J. J. could be persuasive; and after a number of meetings with Mrs. Baker and her attorney, he convinced them to build the Baker Theatre on the site of the deserted hotel.

To sign the ten-year lease with Mrs. Baker, the Shuberts had to come up with a deposit of seventy-five hundred dollars. They raised the money from the circle of Jewish businessmen in Syracuse who had been funding them from the beginning, although the final twenty-five hundred came only after the Shuberts made a pact with the enemy. Abe Wolf at the rival Lyceum in Rochester had refused to sign with the Syndicate rather than give it 33⅓ percent of his profits or 5 percent of his gross. Sam, realizing that a Syndicate contract for the Baker was his only chance to convince his Syracuse backers that the Shuberts could succeed in Rochester, went to see Erlanger hat in hand. Erlanger, like others at the time, may well have thought Sam and his brothers were naive young upstarts who would be out of business soon. Noting Sam’s youth and seeming fragility, he may also have thought Sam could be easily dominated. It’s also possible that he may have been genuinely impressed by Sam’s eagerness and savvy. Perhaps for all these reasons, Erlanger signed an agreement stating that the Shuberts’ Baker Theatre was to be the Syndicate house in Rochester. With that, Aaron Graff, owner of the largest furniture store in Syracuse, gave Sam the money he needed.

Then, in a move that would ultimately cost him his empire, Erlanger double-crossed the Shuberts. On hearing that Sam had secured the Syndicate bookings, Abe Wolf had a change of heart. Erlanger then assigned a season’s supply of attractions to Wolf’s Lyceum Theatre without informing the Shuberts. J. J. learned about the new deal for the first time when he read in the paper that the Lyceum was to become the Syndicate bastion in Rochester. Sam once again went down to see Erlanger in New York, but for the first time his charm did not register. Erlanger refused to consider any change in the Rochester bookings. “The Shuberts had staked their all, and had no attraction to open their theatre,” John said.52 After a delay, they booked Francis Wilson’s company as the first offering—Wilson, a prominent comic-opera performer, was one of only a handful of stars who refused to work for the Syndicate. Following Wilson, the theatre struggled along without first-class attractions, playing stock and popular-priced shows.

The battle that was joined, first in Syracuse and then in Rochester, between the Shuberts and Abraham Lincoln Erlanger would last, with brief interregnums, for nearly three decades. In 1899, however, as Sam amassed his upstate circuit behind Erlanger’s back, the contest was wildly unequal: Sam had only a handful of theatres while Erlanger was master of nearly two thousand theatres located in major cities and towns throughout the United States and Canada. Expanding his operations while sidestepping Erlanger gave Sam the kind of challenge he thrived on, but he quickly realized that, to become a major figure on a national level, he would have to establish a base in New York City, the heart of commercial theatre. By the end of 1899, after having been in full-time management for only two years, Sam felt secure enough to think of taking on the Syndicate on their own ground. Leaving Lee and J. J. to superintend his expanding interests on the home front, Sam went to New York accompanied by a few members of his Syracuse cabal, including Joe Jacobs, David Feinstone, and Aaron Graff.

On March 31, 1900, after three months in New York, Sam signed a three-year lease starting May 1 for his first theatre on the Great White Way, the Herald Square, at the corner of Thirty-fifth and Broadway, where Macy’s now stands. Lee and a group of Syracuse investors were partners of the first part, while Sam was party of the second part. Sam’s name alone was on the marquee, however, as lessee, and his name alone was on early program covers, as manager. Lee was resentful, and one Saturday night he went to New York from Syracuse to put up a new sign, which announced Sam Shubert and Lee Shubert as lessees. When Sam saw the new sign on Monday morning, he called his lawyer, William Klein, to protest that Lee had acted without authority.53

Tired of being Sam’s lieutenant, Lee had rebelled. He was the oldest son, and here he was taking orders from his younger brother. Lee’s shame can be seen in the fact that all his life he maintained that Sam was the firstborn. As time went by, Lee increased the distance between his own and his “older” brother’s age.

“Sam wouldn’t let Lee move to New York for at least a year,” John said. Once he moved down to New York, Lee continued to compete with the imperial authority Sam had claimed. “Lee had a tendency to want to take over,” John observed. “He’d try to take over anything.”54 Lee even managed to gain control of Sam’s money and, according to William Klein, would often cause Sam considerable embarrassment. After Sam went to London in 1904 on a scouting expedition for theatres, he complained to Klein that Lee had not given him enough money. Once he arrived in Southampton, Sam had to borrow money.55

Feeling slighted by Sam, Lee was to displace his anger onto his younger brother; if Sam had made Lee feel like a second wheel, Lee bolstered his own sense of importance by keeping J. J. in a secondary position for as long as he could. “Lee wouldn’t accept Father as an equal,” John said.56 As the youngest brother and the only one of the Shubert boys who was unable to mask his feelings, J. J. was particularly vulnerable. Often ostracized and humiliated by his older brothers, Jacob had beaten up Lee and Sammy more than once when they were children, just as he had more than once fought with their father. In later years, the growing enmity between Lee and J. J. was sometimes explained, as John Kenley said, by the fact that “as a boy, J. J. had dared to use his fists against Sam. Lee mentioned it to me often, and he just couldn’t forgive J. J. for having done that to Sam.”57

Pricked by resentment and competition, the Shubert boys from their earliest days made war on each other. Nonetheless, and despite bitter feelings, which were to become part of Broadway lore, from beginning to end the Shubert brothers closed ranks against outsiders; they were bound by blood ties of atavistic force. They were brothers, after all, and Jewish brothers at that. “There was jealousy and rivalry between them at a very early age,” John said.


Oh, not to the degree they didn’t speak to each other, and heaven help you if you attacked one to the other, they’d rise up and defend each other. But among themselves there was a rivalry: Sam at first did not want Lee or J. J. in New York because he wanted the glory all for himself. But as young people getting started in a tough, cutthroat business they were deeply dependent on each other. They never made many friends because they basically didn’t trust people. And so they stuck to themselves. At night, they would plot how to get ahead. Maybe this is a success formula—that you plan for the next day in secret so your competitors don’t know.58



Despite the hostilities that divided them, the grievances that Lee and J. J. were to nurse for their entire lives, a deep loyalty bound them together, as did, as Larry Lawrence observed about John’s relationship with J. J., “a peculiar kind of love.”59
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Sam Shubert Goes to Town

As if with one eye on history, Sam Shubert moved to New York from Syracuse in the first week of the first month of a new century. He set up the Shubert Organization, Inc., which exists to this day, and in less than five years laid the foundations of Broadway’s sturdiest empire. He moved speedily, and he spoke so quickly, in a rat-a-tat staccato, that he could find only one secretary fast enough to take dictation. At five feet, four inches—he had stopped growing at age thirteen—he had “the physique of a delicate child, the stoop of an old man, and the pallid skin of an invalid, but he was electric with energy and never walked but moved up and down Broadway at a dogtrot,” according to the New York Sun. High-strung and twitchy—his fingers or his feet jiggled whenever his face was still—he was so full of energy that “even his hair looked as if it might crackle and emit sparks at a moment’s notice.”1

“He was the rawest boy who ever attempted to make good as a New York theatre manager,” the New York Herald-Tribune commented. “Physically he was less presentable than any man who ever ran a Broadway playhouse. There never was a person who made as little impression upon a stranger as Sam Shubert.”2 When Channing Pollock, a future playwright, was job hunting in August 1900, he mistook Sam for an office boy. “A diminutive, dark-skinned youth took my card and told me Sam Shubert was too busy to see me. As I was about to protest, someone entered into conversation with the boy, who proved to be Sam Shubert.” “Any one of the brothers might have been mistaken for an office boy,” Pollock adds, noting that “they knew little more of literature and drama than a cow knows of the albuminous content of milk.”3 Sam’s boyish appearance and his cultural ignorance were assets, a kind of protective coloring, and his early inroads against the Syndicate were due, at least in part, to his seemingly harmless air: a thin, nervous, woefully uneducated boy couldn’t possibly constitute a threat to the hefty, prosperous burghers of the Syndicate.
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