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Foreword


For as many years as I can recall, a comic called a “comedian’s comedian” was nice, but didn’t always fit. This is certainly not the case with Pat Cooper, simply because he has this fantastic capacity to challenge the art form, and has done so with an exquisite approach to the human condition. I’ve seen Pat demolish pomposity and snobbery and take it to the level of excellence known as “down and dirty” comedy. He was and still is one of the funniest men working in our industry today. I’d love some of today’s younger comics to watch and learn from Pat Cooper—a true master of comedy. Go ahead—read his book and see if I’m right.


I’m quite proud of being a small part of this exciting time for Pat.


—Jerry Lewis
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The Battle of Brooklyn


My father took no shit. One night when I was about four, we were sitting at the dinner table and my mother was giving my father a hard time over nothing. It was as if after his working all day as a bricklayer, she still didn’t respect his masculinity or his right to eat in peace. My father almost never raised his voice, so when he suddenly stood up from the table, my big sister Gracie and I knew something dramatic was about to happen. We just didn’t know what.


My father walked over to the wooden chest, opened the top drawer, and pulled out a piece of paper. It was their marriage license. He walked back slowly to the table, looked at my mother, and said, “Are you Louisa Gargiulo Caputo?”


“What are you asking that for?” my mother said.


“Answer the question. Are you Louisa Gargiulo Caputo?”


“Yes.”


“Very good. Because a that’s a you name over here. And that’s a my name, Michael Caputo. Show me a where on a this a license it says I gotta take you shit.” My mother was silent. “Not on a top. Not underneath. Nowhere.”


He put the license down on the table and we went back to eating our macaroni. No one said anything for about five minutes. But in my mind I said, Wow! He could have yelled, he could have screamed, he could have threatened. Instead, he did something that would not only get everyone’s attention and make his point, but something that none of us would ever forget as long as we lived. It was worthy of an Academy Award for the way he timed it. That was how to make an impression.


My father had a strange saying that he used all the time. “You know,” he would say, “you are a some cute article.” None of us knew exactly what he was talking about, but we were always told, “You are a some cute article.” Apparently, my father was the cute article. He was a handsome man. So handsome that if people looked at my father and a picture of Cary Grant, they’d have torn up the picture of Cary Grant. When my father was laying bricks, women would walk by and try to start a conversation with him. He wouldn’t have it. “Please,” he would say. “I’m a married. I have a to do my job. I have a no time for this a bullshit.” He told us he was a sixth-generation bricklayer and I, his son Pasquale, was going to be the seventh.


The first five generations lived in Mola di Bari, a small city on the Adriatic Coast of Southern Italy. Like so many Italians, he immigrated to New York in search of a better life. In those days, the 1920s, a bunch of Italian men would get together and rent a one- or two-room apartment. Each would have his own bed or couch in one corner or another, and they would come and go at all hours, depending on what shift they were working. My father, his brother Viduche, and a few of their friends had that arrangement until my father married my mother and moved out.


I was born in Kings County Hospital on July 31, 1929. I don’t remember my height and weight, but I had both. We lived in the Midwood section of Brooklyn, a borough that was famous for, among other things, the Battle of Brooklyn. In 1776, at the very beginning of the American Revolutionary War, the British controlled New York Harbor, and General George Washington and his troops got a foothold in Brooklyn at the Gowanus Canal. But the British attacked from the rear and sent the Patriots running.


My own Battle of Brooklyn began in the summer of 1934 when I was five. We were living on the third floor of a four-story apartment building on Coney Island Avenue and Avenue P. One afternoon, I was downstairs on the sidewalk because I didn’t want to watch my mother taking the wax out of my Aunt Rosie’s ear. They had a strange way of doing it in those days—they used an ear candle. They took a rolledup tube of paper that was soaked in wax and lit one end. Then they put the other end into the person’s ear and let the tube burn. Within five or ten minutes, the hot air would draw out the wax from the ear. You needed a wet towel on your shoulder and someone standing by watching the whole time. Whenever I saw them do this, I would think, Aunt Rosie’s gonna catch on fire!


It was hot down on the pavement that day when a man around my father’s age came up to me and said, “Son, I want to talk to you.”


“No,” I said. “My mother told me not to talk to strangers.”


But the guy grabbed me by the shoulders and started to pick me up. I screamed as loud as I could, and then the guy got me around the waist. I struggled with him and then he started running, still holding me. Suddenly, running right behind him was my Aunt Rosie. She didn’t have the tube in her ear, but flames were coming out of both ears, her eyes, and her mouth. “You put him down, you son of a . . .”


My Aunt Rosie caught up to us, drew back, and punched this guy in the face like Jack Dempsey. He dropped me and dropped to the ground. Aunt Rosie got on top of him and started pounding on him. People stopped. Vendors in the street stopped. But before the ten count, the guy managed to get up and run away.


Then Aunt Rosie went from screaming at him to screaming at me, “What’s a matter with you? Don’t we always tell you not to talk to strangers?” And the Battle of Coney Island Avenue was won. But the Battle of Brooklyn went on.


We had very few things that ran on electricity, and what electricity we had was controlled by a box. If you wanted lights, you put a few pennies in the box, and an hour later you did it again or ate your gnocchi in the dark. Plenty of apartment dwellers put slugs in those boxes. The electric company would come in, open a box that was full, and find not one penny in there. That’s when the utilities said no more boxes. They took complete control and metered everything.


We had an icebox like everyone else. A good piece of ice could last two or three days until it melted into the pan underneath. My mother got every cent she could out of it and more. All day long we heard the icemen down in the street, “Ice! Ice!” My mother would open the window and call down for a ten-cent piece, which was pretty big. When the poor guy got up three flights of stairs with the ice on his back, my mother would hand him a nickel.


“Hey,” the iceman would say, “you called down for a ten-cent piece of ice.” “Well,” my mother said, “it melted five-cents worth when you were coming up the stairs.” She always got her way. There wasn’t an ice cube’s chance in hell he was carrying that thing back down.


Winter was my mother’s favorite time of year because she got ice for nothing. We had a box hanging outside our window, and it was better than a freezer. It froze the chicken, the macaroni, and the sauce to perfection. We lived like kings. In fact, in King’s County everything came to the door. We had fishermen passing by every Friday. We had butchers coming down the street on horse-drawn wagons almost daily. If you waited long enough, everything you could possibly want passed in front of our door.


The woman who lived next door to us was from Sweden. She had a son who had black hair. I on the other hand, son of dark-haired Italian parents, was born with blonde hair. I figured maybe somebody switched babies and I should have been walking around going, “Sve, svee, svum.” There were times when I wished someone would switch us back.


When I was six years old, the Depression was in full swing, but I can’t say my sister and I were aware of it. We simply understood that there were tough parents in the world and we had two of them. At dinner, if we asked what the second dish was, my father would say, “You put a you hands underneath the spaghetti, and if a you find ice cream, then that’s a the second dish.” My father had an answer for everything. He would never say, “I don’t know.” This is the man who told me that Jewish people sit shiva because they’re cold.


My mother decided to save some money on clothes. So she put me in one of my sister’s dresses. She sewed a seam down the middle so it looked a little more like pants, but it was still, without a doubt, a dress. I used to sit on the fire escape all day because I was ashamed to go downstairs looking like that. But eventually I wanted to play, so I would go down and people would say to me, “You know, you’re not bad for a guy who looks like a girl.” The truth was, at that time, with money hard to come by, it wasn’t the first time people saw a six-yearold boy dressed like a girl. But my father did them one better and stuck the knife in. He’d say, “You know, you woulda been a better off if you were a girl.”


He might have been right about that. As the boy in the family I should have been the king, but I wasn’t even a queen. Gracie wanted piano lessons and she got them. She wanted voice lessons and she got them, too. Me? I got her dress. Every night at the dinner table, my mother and father would say that she was going to be great. But she was terrible. “Sing?” I said. “She can’t even hum.” My father gave me a little smack and said, “Sonny, you outta order!”


When I was seven, we moved to a three-family house on Avenue T and 8th Street. We lived on the top floor and the roof leaked every time it rained. The Scorcia family, who owned the house, wouldn’t fix the leak no matter how much my mother yelled at them. My father came home tired from laying bricks and refused to pick up another tool. So my mother plugged the hole in the roof from the underside with a piece of tar. Three days later it rained and the water came right through again.


We had a black cast iron wood-burning stove that sat right in the middle of the parlor. People died from smoke and fire all the time from stoves like that one, but my father loved it. The stove was the one place in the house he would use a tool—a spatula. He was a better cook than my mother, hands down. He made the world’s best chicken scarpariello on that stove. He made music on that stove.


We got a radio around that time, and then we had real music—my father’s music and nothing else. The radio was always on the same station, the Italian station. This was Italian music from the old country. He would come home, turn on the radio, sit down, and all we would hear for three hours was “O Sole Mio!” He blasted it. This was a parent playing the music too loud. And if I ever tried to turn it down, he would have thrown me out the window, and the last thing I ever heard would have been “O Sole Mio!”


There were a lot of programs and a lot of great music on a lot of other stations that I wanted to listen to, and when my father wasn’t around, I did. I listened to Bob Eberly with Jimmy Dorsey’s orchestra. I listened to Dick Haymes. And then there were the comedians. The comedians! Fred Allen, Jack Benny, Red Skelton, Abbott and Costello. There was a whole new world right in my parlor, and I would have stayed there to listen to Milton Berle on Stop Me If You’ve Heard This One even if the rug went up in flames.


One time when my father came home, he noticed that the dial was changed from the Italian station. So he got two rubber bands and wrapped them around the dial to keep the Italian station in place. In the summer in our neighborhood, everybody had the window open, and they all had the Italian station on. No matter where you were on the street, you would hear “O Sole Mio!” That’s how they invented stereo.


Saturday was my mother’s day off, which meant I was sent to the babysitter. The babysitter was the movie theater. My mother would drop me off at ten in the morning and say she would be back for me at eight o’clock in the evening. I would tell the usher to let me know when it was eight. It was usually ten cents to get in, and if we didn’t have the money, I’d sneak in.


All of us kids brought sandwiches, and the placed smelled like an Italian deli. We watched cartoons like Popeye and Betty Boop and serials like Captain Marvel. There were features with James Cagney, Humphrey Bogart, and Edward G. Robinson. I learned to imitate everyone I saw. I loved the movies. It was a lot better than sitting on a fire escape wearing a dress.


If my mother could pick up a little something extra, she would. I wasn’t supposed to come back from the movies empty handed. She would hand me a ticket that was redeemable for a dish at the movie theater. The complete set of dishes numbered 250. Nobody on the planet ever collected the whole set, but my mother came very close.


When my old man couldn’t take my mother, he would disappear for two or three days. “Disappear” meant he would go to sleep at his brother’s apartment with all the longshoremen sleeping on sofas. Every one of them was a better cook than the other, so my father was right at home and never went hungry. But when I was around ten, my father walked out and stayed out for months. Eventually he and my mother made up, and he moved back in. Over the next couple of years, there were three trips to the hospital—one when my sister Carol was born; one when I had my appendectomy; and one when my sister Marie was born. I now had a total of three sisters and no appendix.


Around that time, we moved to an apartment in Red Hook, Brooklyn. My father found something that got him just as excited as his one-station radio—the telephone. We were one of the first families on the block to get a phone, and my father made an epic out if it. The thing was installed, and he insisted that we all had to be there for the first phone call. It wasn’t exactly Alexander Graham Bell calling Watson in the next room. It was Michael Caputo calling his brother, my Uncle Viduche, over on Avenue X.


We all sat there at the table. My father stared at the telephone and said, “This is a very big a moment.”


“Pa,” I said. “You can’t call Uncle Viduche.”


“Why do you interrupt a this a big moment?” he said.


“I interrupt because Uncle Viduche got no phone.


“Shaddap! I throw you outta the window!”


“Pa, no phone, no phone number, no phone call.”


“I kill a you.”


“Go ahead, call him. How the hell can he pick up the phone if he don’t got a phone? You’re gonna have to go over there and tell Uncle Viduche to get a phone. Then you get the number. That’s how it works.”


I didn’t win many arguments in the family, but this was one I couldn’t lose. My father got a hold of his brother and talked to him the old-fashioned way. A couple of weeks later, Uncle Viduche had a phone. My father reassembled the troops, picked up the receiver, dialed his brother, and we waited with bated breath. This is how the conversation went:


“Hello. Can a you hear me?”


“Yes. I can a hear you. Can a you hear me?”


“I can a hear you. This is a you brother Michael. Is this Viduche?”


“This is a you brother Viduche.”


“I can a hear you. This is a you brother Michael.”


“Pa,” I said. “We’re all falling asleep here.”


“Shaddap,” he said. “I kill a you.”


And if my father had killed me that day, Uncle Viduche would have been among the first to know.


[image: images]


In Red Hook, you can walk out your door, look out at the harbor, and see the Statue of Liberty like it was across the street. Liberty was what I wanted. Being the only son with three girls in the family, I should have gotten my fair share of the spotlight. In most Italian families that’s the way it would have been, but for some stupid reason, not in ours. Everything was about the girls, the girls. I was practically an outcast.


I ran around imitating Peter Lorre or whoever I could. The kids at school loved it, but I had no audience at home. My father gave me no encouragement whatsoever. I was dealing with a man from Italy who was cemented in his ideas. He couldn’t understand how doing a scene from The Face Behind the Mask would help me get into the bricklayer’s union one day. My schoolteacher, Mrs. Tannenbaum, told my father, “This boy is special. He’s gifted. Pasquale puts out energy. He puts out electricity.” My father could care less. “Electricity? How come I no can a pay my bills?”


So I took my act to confessional. Just about all the Catholic priests were Italian in the neighborhood. I would slip into the confessional booth and the door would open. Usually I would smell booze wafting in. From behind the screen the priest would say, “All right, Pasquale, what a kind of a sin you make?”


“You dirty rat,” I said. “I ain’t gonna tell you nothin’. Nothin’, you hear?”


“Pasquale, you come a in here and do a James Cagney in a front of Jesus Christ? I’m a gonna tell a you father.”


“You dirty rat! You tell my father, Father, and I’ll have to rub out my father, Father. See, Father?”


“You get outta my church. Now!”


The next stop for me was the local bar. At least I got a little respect there. I would sit at the end of the bar, and the guys would give me a soda and tell me to do a couple of impressions. So I would do Clark Gable: “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.” Or whatever popped into my head. They called me Dr. Cyclops because I had big eyes. Sometimes it was Cy for short. “Hey, Cy,” they’d say, “why don’t you do Cagney for us?” That was a tough room. Most of the men were drinking and talking, and there I was trying to work.


When my mother found out about my barroom performances, she wasn’t interested in my impressions. “Sonny,” she said, “if you’re going to the bar, you’re getting free ice for me.” My mother was my first agent. She took a hundred percent off the top. The ice melted all over the place and she rooked me even worse than she rooked the real iceman. But at least I was getting paid.


On weekends I would go to theaters like The Strand, The Roxy, and The Brooklyn Paramount and see big bands like Tommy Dorsey and Harry James. I would leave the theater imitating the music. I could sing like Eddie Cantor. I could move my mouth to sound just like Benny Goodman’s clarinet. I could do Tommy Dorsey’s entire theme song, “I’m Getting Sentimental Over You.” Down at the bar they would say, “Ay, Cy, do Tommy Dorsey.” On the street corner the old guys would say, “Ay, Coop, give me Louie Armstrong!”


Then I made it to a stage, sort of. I was at a wedding and the best man asked me to get up and do some imitations. So I unloaded everything—Cagney, Gable, Lorre, Robinson, Cantor, Goodman, Dorsey, Armstrong. It was like a Best of 1942. It went five or six minutes. I put it all out there, and the people at the wedding loved it.


My mother and father thought maybe there was something wrong with me. My father said, “You sound a like a retardo, making a noises with a you mouth!” They didn’t know from Tommy Dorsey. They wanted to know why I didn’t go out and get a job, even though I was thirteen and still going to school.


Then came the watershed moment in the history of entertainment in the Caputo family. Gracie came to the dinner table and announced she was entering the Fox Amateur Hour. That got my attention. The Fox Theater was on Flatbush Avenue, right in the center of my world. Next door was RKO’s Albee Theater. Across the street was the Brooklyn Paramount and down the street was The Strand. I spent my life in those places. The Fox Amateur Hour was the biggest thing on the radio Monday nights. I actually wanted my sister to do well. So did my father. “Okay, Gracie,” he said. “That’s a good. You show them what a you can do.”


The following Monday night I was with my mother and father in the Fox Theater. They showed movies during the first part of the evening, and then the amateurs went on around nine o’clock. The MC was Joe O’Brien, a very classy guy who had the aura of a boxing ring announcer.


Suddenly I saw Gracie running up the aisle. We were looking for her, but here she was looking for me. “Sonny!” she said. “Mr. O’Brien wants to talk to you.”


“Talk to me?” I said. “To me?”


“Shhh. Sonny, you gotta come backstage.”


Backstage, Joe O’Brien took me by the shoulder. “Sonny,” he said. “Listen, we got a problem here. One of the acts didn’t show up. We need about five or six minutes to fill up the hour. Your sister here told me you do something funny with your mouth. You do Tommy Dorsey impressions and things like that.”


“You want me to go out there?”


“Yeah. Can you do it?”


“Yeah. Okay.”


“Okay,” Joe O’Brien said. “When your sister finishes singing ‘Ave Maria,’ you go on.”


I was surprised. I was nervous. But the funny thing was that I had the balls to do it. I really had the balls.


My sister walked out on stage in a white dress looking like the Virgin Mary. In her hands was a big bouquet of flowers my mother and father had given her. She sang “Ave Maria” better than I ever remember her singing it. There was applause, and then Joe O’Brien made an announcement.


“Thank you. And now we have an added attraction. Here is Gracie’s little brother, Sonny Caputo, with a bit of comedy.”


I went on like a torrent. Noises were coming out of my head like a jukebox on amphetamines. I did Harry James’s “Flight of the Bumblebee,” and I sounded like a swarm of horns. I did Tommy Dorsey. I did Skinnay Ennis. I did Charlie Barnett’s “Cherokee” sounding like an invading tribe. I was a wild man up there. I thought the faster I did these little bits, one after the other, the faster I could get off the stage.


I was a nervous wreck. And now the people in the audience were yelling and waving their hands. Jesus Christ. Maybe they’re telling me to get the fuck off the stage. But somewhere between Louie Armstrong and Jimmy Cagney, I realized something. They were applauding.


The director gave me a hand signal and that was it. I never got backstage, because Joe O’Brien came right out with the scorecards. On the Fox Amateur Hour, the audience was the judge. There were eight contestants. My sister was the seventh and I was the eighth. The first six got decent applause. When O’Brien walked over to Gracie, she got a hell of a hand, and she deserved it. I stood there like a schmuck. I was a deer in the headlights, but that was okay. My mother and father were going to be very proud of their little opera singer.


When O’Brien got to me, the entire audience stood up and applauded. Actually, the entire audience minus two. A standing ovation! “Oh, there is no question tonight, ladies and gentlemen,” Joe O’Brien announced. “Sonny Caputo wins the prize!”


Holy shit! My old man’s gonna kill me.


When I got backstage my father said nothing. He looked right through me. My mother was screaming. “I paid six dollars for the flowers!” she said. “Six dollars!” One of the producers gave Gracie a wristwatch for second prize. Then he gave me a check for twenty-five dollars. I knew my mother would be taking her usual cut.


My night was far from over. A middle-aged man came up to me backstage and said, “Hiya, I’m Joey Adams.” I didn’t know who he was, but I had the feeling I was supposed to. He explained that he was the MC for the Loews Amateur Hour. They were putting together a tour of four theaters in the Loews circuit—the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Manhattan. Joey Adams wanted me to do my act at each of the shows for ten dollars apiece.


“You just do what you did,” he said. “I’m going to give you a little song to do so the act will go a little longer. Are you in, kid?”


“Yeah. I’m in.”


So I had a good night. I got a nice hand, I won twenty-five bucks, and I booked four more shows. And I became “public enemy number one” in my family.


I did the four Loews shows and made forty dollars without laying a single brick. My old man couldn’t have been less happy. “You make a fool of a youself,” he said. “You don a understand what a you do is a bullshit with a you mouth. You talk out of a turn at a the table, an a you talk out of a turn on a the stage. And a you make a fool. An a you sister is a saint, an angel. She’s a gonna go to heaven. Where a the fuck a you gonna go? Where a the fuck a you gonna go with a that poopadee-poopadee-poopadee shit?”


My father was ashamed to go to work. The other guys said, “Hey, Mike, I hear your kid won the amateur show.”


“Don a remind me!” he would tell them. “He’s a making a noise with his a mouth. He’s a retardo. He’s a fucking nuts!”


I never went looking to upstage my sister. It just happened that way. But my father wouldn’t let me forget it. He should have been proud of me. Instead, he refused to even accept a simple compliment from his friends. But that was okay. I decided I wouldn’t take any shit either.
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Powderhead


I dropped out of Manual Training High School to do manual labor. I was a longshoreman for three days. They were three of the longest days of my life. Next stop was laying bricks. That lasted a lot longer than three days and I hated every minute of it. But I figured I might as well buy the right tools, so maybe it would go faster. I bought a level for a dollar. What I didn’t realize was that when I left the level sitting on a brick wall, the acid in the cement would rust it out.


I wasn’t that good with a level, and without it I was even worse. I could never get anything straight. My joints looked like waves at the beach. You could always tell the part of the wall that Sonny Caputo laid. It was like part of the wall got drunk. It was my signature.


When I was fourteen, I got a job on weekends as an apprentice furrier with Ender and Kaufman, two wonderful Jewish men. They had big plans for me. They taught me how to wash the fur. They showed me how to be a cutter. They showed me how to be a nailer. And then they showed me Valerie.


Valerie worked in the back. She was maybe fifteen years older than me. When she said, “Hiya, honey,” I figured she liked me, but I had no idea she’d be showing me her fur. I barely had my pants down when she hugged me, and that was all she wrote. I really didn’t understand how all this worked. I knew more about cutting and nailing, and I knew almost nothing about cutting and nailing. When I walked back into the front of the shop, Ender and Kaufman looked at me and said, “Mazel tov! You are now a man!”


“What man?” I said. “I didn’t get bar mitzvah-ed. I came in my pants!”


When I got home that night, my father looked at me and said, “Something a different. You know, you have a spark in a you face. Something a nice happen to you?”


“Nah, Pa, it’s nothing. I just worked for Mr. Ender and Mr. Kaufman. They were teaching me how to nail and I hit my finger.”


Naturally I brushed it aside. You didn’t mention sex, and if you did, you didn’t mention it to your father. And if you mentioned it to any father, it wouldn’t be my father. Getting laid was better than laying bricks, but that wasn’t something you learned from your parents. We learned about sex on the street.


The streets were where I was comfortable—I was out of the house and not laying bricks. The streets were my stage. In 1946, I was sixteen and The Jolson Story, starring Larry Parks, had just come out. The movie reignited interest in the great entertainer Al Jolson, who was one of the greatest stars of stage, screen, and recordings for many years. In 1927, Jolson starred in The Jazz Singer—the first ever fulllength talking motion picture. In it, his character had a story to tell that was a little like mine. He played a Jewish kid and the son of a cantor, who wanted his son to follow in his footsteps instead of performing popular music on the stage. In the end, he managed to do both.


My life wasn’t a movie. But I performed scene after scene from the Jolson movie on the street corner. I got down on my knees and sang “Mammy,” and the people who gathered around loved me. At night I slept fast. I could hardly wait to wake up the next day and get back on that corner and perform again. There were actually people waiting for me when I got there. And when I left, they said, “Sonny, you coming back tomorrow?” Of course I was.


But not if my mother could help it. When I did “Mammy,” all my mammy cared about was the fact that I came home with blood spots on the knees of my pants. She wanted to kill me. “You are not in Hollywood! You are not Al Jolson! You don’t get another pair of pants!” Maybe I was due for another dress. Everything she put me in was a problem.


My whole life she made me wear shoes that didn’t fit. There was a store in Brooklyn called Flagg Brothers. When there was a sale at Flagg Brothers, my mother’s world lit up. Walking in a pair of Flagg Brothers shoes was like putting your feet in a pair of steel cages. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the shoes that were on sale were never my size. But that didn’t bother her. If I was a size seven and the shoes on sale at Flagg Brothers were a size five, she would get three pair.


“Ma, these shoes are too tight.”


“They’re on sale! They were only a dollar a pair!”


“What am I supposed to do?”


“Fold your toes a little.”


So I folded my toes and walked with a limp. I could barely walk. And now she wouldn’t even let me kneel. So, like Al Jolson, I took after my father. I left.


[image: images]


A friend of mine had a cousin who had a farm in Exeter, Pennsylvania. Exeter was a little town outside of Scranton. I was given ten cents an hour to pick tomatoes and pull weeds. There I was, six-foot-two and about a hundred pounds, easily confused with the tomato vines. I was on my knees all day, but not like Jolson.


The owner reminded me of my father. He had a thick Italian accent and everything I did was wrong, even before I did it. “You know,” he’d say, “you not a fast enough.”


“Hey,” I said. “I’m a kid. What the hell do you want? I’m just learning.”


“You gotta speed a up. Otherwise you only gonna get a nickel an hour.”


I figured pretty soon I’d be paying him ten cents an hour. In the meantime, he figured he’d train me at another job—planting. He handed me a hoe and said, “You make a de hole, and you take a dis, and you digga de dirt up.”


“Okay,” I said. “I digga the fucking dirt.”


I lifted the hoe and took a swing, and for a rookie I didn’t do that bad. It was a home run. I hit the owner’s foot, which was bare at the time. I never heard a scream like that in my life. The cows were mooing like it was the end of the world. And the owner, who reminded me of my father, gave a speech like my father, only louder and with a bleeding left foot.


“You gotta no direction. You gotta no life. You getta offa my fucking farm before I kill a you.”


He meant it. So I headed back to Brooklyn. I didn’t belong at home either, but the reality was, I had to eat. My mother barely noticed I was back. She was very money oriented and wrapped up in her button business. A button company would drop off six thousand buttons and a thousand cards. She had to take each card and put six buttons on it. That was worth a penny. When she had a thousand cards done, the company would come by and pick them up. My mother worked like a one-woman factory and did it all without my father knowing.


There was nothing for me at home except bricks and buttons and parents who thought I was crazy. So I decided I’d show them. I was going to join the Air Force. I thought, I’ll come back to Brooklyn one day in my uniform, and to hell with the family. I’ll become a fucking pilot!


This was sort of a back-door plan, but it was all I had. My mother’s brother’s wife’s brother, Sal, was a heck of a nice guy. Sal had a job as a civilian working at the Air Force base in Tampa, Florida. He told me if I could get down to Tampa, he would take care of everything else. I would start off as a volunteer, but he would sneak me into the base overnight, so I wouldn’t have to stay at a hotel and I could eat for free.


I took whatever money I had and got on a Greyhound bus. It was about twenty-six hours from New York to the Gulf Coast of Florida, and I got twenty minutes of sleep here, ten minutes there. I was a zombie by the time I got off the bus in Tampa and called Sal from a pay phone. He drove down to the bus depot, picked me up, and paid a friend to stick me in a bed at the base. Sal told me to get some sleep, because in the morning I would have to get through a physical.


In the morning, I lined up for an examination. I was thin as a rail. I thought maybe that was good. Maybe I would use less fuel when I flew a mission. As long as I didn’t break in two when they pounded on my back during the checkup.


“Caputo!” the lieutenant said. “Caputo!”


“Yes sir. That’s me.”


“Caputo, you have got to get some meat on your bones if you want to serve your country. You have to start eating more. Do you understand?”


“Yes sir.” I had no problem with that. The food was free.


I thought the coast was clear, but a few minutes later the lieutenant came back. “I’m sorry, son,” he said. “You can’t be in the service. You have hammerhead toes.”


“Hammer what?”


“Hammerhead toes. Son, your toes are permanently bent. That’s an automatic disqualification.”


“How did this happen?” I asked.


“Your mother probably bought you the wrong shoes.”


There I was, somewhere on the outskirts of Tampa with no money, nowhere to go, and ten hammerhead toes. I didn’t want to ask Sal for money because he had already done more than enough. I called home from a pay phone. “Ma, I got hammerhead toes. You gave them to me. I’m stuck down here. I got no money for fare to get home.” She put my father on the phone, and I knew that was the end of that.


“Listen a to me, Sonny. You gotta earn a you way back.”


“How am I gonna do that? I can barely walk!”


“You gotta figure it out.”


Fortunately, my Uncle Viduche didn’t take after his brother with things like this. I called him, and he sent down nine and a half dollars, which was just enough for a bus ticket from Tampa back to New York. There was no money for food, but maybe this time I would sleep better.


I boarded a Greyhound early the next morning and got myself a decent seat not too far from the front. About two hours into the ride north, a black lady got on the bus. She looked tired, so I automatically stood up and offered her my seat. No sooner did she thank me and take the seat when the bus driver slammed on the brakes. I almost landed on an elderly couple.


“You nigger-loving motherfucker!” the driver yelled.


“Are you talking to me?” I said.


“You see any other nigger-loving motherfuckers on this bus? Get off my bus, you fucking Yankee!”


“Get off where?” I said. “I’m in the desert here. Where am I gonna get off?”


“Get the fuck off my bus.”


So I got off the bus. I was on a dirt road in the middle of nowhere with no money and hammerhead toes. I walked in the direction of the bus, and it took a half hour before I saw a house. But the house wasn’t any good to me. I needed another bus stop. That took another hour. I waited there until finally another Greyhound bus pulled in. I showed the driver my ticket stub and explained that the last driver threw me off the bus.


“What for, son?”


There was no way I was going to tell him the truth.


“He said something bad about the USA, and I told him to take it back.”


“Get on the bus, son.”


I got on, took a seat, and wouldn’t have given it up to the Pope. I spent another twenty-four hours on the bus without eating and got back to New York even skinnier than when I left.


Another twenty-four hours and I wanted to get out of my mother and father’s house again. I figured this time I would try the Marines. The armory where you enlisted was on Whitehall Street, all the way downtown in Manhattan. I took the subway, walked into the armory, and spent the morning filling out forms. One of the questions on the form was: “Have you ever volunteered for another branch of the military?” I wrote down the truth about the Air Force and my hammerhead toes.


“Who’s Caputo?” the drill sergeant said.


“I’m Caputo.”


“Caputo, let me ask you something. Do you know anything about the Marines?”


“Yeah, this is them.”


“The Marines, Caputo, are the elite branch of the United States military. It says here that the Air Force . . . the Air Force turned you down. Well then, if the goddamned Air Force turned you down, how in hell do you think the Marines are going to take you?”


Another couple of days under my mother and father’s roof reignited my love for my country. The Navy was next. I couldn’t swim. The only thing I knew about water was that it came out of the tap. The enlistment officer for the Navy asked me directly if I had volunteered for any other branch of the service. Before I answered, all I could think was that an American sailor was an honest man.


“Yes, sir. Air Force, Marines, hammerhead toes, sir.” At least this time, I didn’t have to fill out as many forms.


Next was the Army. I said to myself that no matter what, I wasn’t going to mention the toes. I loved my country enough to lie for it. I would limp through drills if that’s what it took. I’d crawl on my hands and knees and get hammerhead fingers. Anything to get the fuck out of that house.


It didn’t matter. The sergeant looked at me and said, “You’re a little anemic, son. Why don’t you go home and fatten up a little? Maybe come back in six months.” There were no branches of the service left, so I went back to Brooklyn to lay bricks. Slowly I built myself up to the point where I could see my shadow against the wall. My joints got a little less crooked, but by then I decided, to hell with joining the service.


And then I got drafted. The Army called me back down to Whitehall Street. “You Caputo? Go stand in line and see Dr. Gatz!”


“Listen,” I said. “I don’t need to see any doctor. This is all a waste of time. I’m in no shape to go in the service. You’re gonna turn me down anyway. So why don’t you just let me go home now?”


The entire Department of War knew I had hammerhead toes. Harry S. Truman knew it. General MacArthur knew it. That was my ace in the hole. The doctor looked at my arms. He looked at my legs. He looked into my eyes and saw no fear, because I knew I was going home.


“Caputo, 1-A!”


“Wait a second. There must be a mistake.”


“The Army doesn’t make mistakes, son.”


“The Army did this fucking time. I got hammerhead toes!”


“Hammer what?”


“Hammerhead toes,” I said. “My toes are like hammers. Hammerhead toes. Hammerhead toes!”


“We don’t care about your toes, son. You’re going to learn to march like a soldier, shoot like a soldier, and follow orders like a soldier. 1-A. You’re drafted.”


“You sons of bitches,” I said. “You can’t do this to me. I volunteered for the Air Force and the Air Force turned me down. The Marines turned me down. The Navy. Even you guys turned me down. Now I don’t want to go, and you go and draft me. Nope. No. Uh-uh. This is not fair. I want to fight for my country on my terms.”


Getting drafted is not negotiable. That’s why they call it getting drafted. I knew I was getting shipped out soon, but I hoped somehow they would forget about me. My mother, however, couldn’t wait. She explained that some forms were mailed to the house and she filled them out to make sure every month, the twenty-one dollars I made would be sent directly to her.


“So that’s what I’m worth?” I said. “Twenty-one fucking dollars? For twenty-one dollars a month you’re counting the minutes till I get out of here?”


“Sonny, listen to a you mother,” my father said. “The army will make a you a man. It’s a good for you.”


“It’s good for you. It ain’t good for me!”


A month later, I was shipped to a big camp in Boston along with a few hundred men. They called out names one by one: “Jones, you’re going to Jersey. Porter, you’re going to Minnesota. Goldberg, Los Angeles.” I could certainly live with Jersey. Minnesota was the land of ten thousand lakes. Los Angeles was where Cagney and Lorre and Jolson were.


I stood there all day until there were about ten of us left. Finally I heard my name. “Caputo, Fort Jackson, South Carolina.”


One word came out of my mouth, “Why?”


“Because that’s where the Army wants you, son. You leave tomorrow morning on the seven o’clock train. Do you understand?”


About twenty-four hours later, I was standing in the yard of Fort Jackson, South Carolina, alongside hundreds of men from the North. We were all in our civilian clothes and all dead tired. The sergeant walked back and forth and barked at us through a thick southern drawl.


“I got some news for you. You goddamned Yankees are now in the Army. There ain’t no bullshitting around here. We own your sorry Yankee asses, and if you don’t believe me today, you will sure as all hell believe me tomorrow. I’m not from New Yawk or New Jersey or some fucking fairy place like that. I’m from Mississippi where we eat faggots like you boys for lunch.”


He started to call out names: “Harper, Gerlitz, Davis, Mayberry, McMann . . .” I didn’t hear my name and I started to drift off. Suddenly the guy standing next to me says, “Hey, I think that’s you.” I listened up, but it didn’t sound like me.


“Pascal Capa-tutio! Where’s Pascal Capa-tutio?”


“You calling me?” I finally spoke. “My name is Pasquale Caputo.”


“That’s what I said, soldier. Pascal Capa-tutio! Are you deaf, son?”


“There’s been a misunderstanding,” I said. “I don’t belong in the Army. I got hammerhead toes.”


“You got what, son?”


“Hammerhead toes. I can’t march. My toes are bent like that.” I demonstrated with my fingers.


“Son, your balls are going to be bent like that when we get through with you. You hear me, Capa-tutio?”


In the morning, they issued me the worst boots ever made in the history of mankind. They were like blocks of steel with laces. These boots made Flagg Brothers shoes seem like bedroom slippers. A week in these things and my hammerheads were going to have hammerheads. So I decided I would never walk a mile in them. I went back to the barracks, crawled into my bed, and refused to leave. The sergeant kept sending his men into the barracks to tell me to get the hell out there now and march. And I told each one of them to go fuck off. Finally the sergeant walked in.


“So, you goddamned Yankee cocksucker, you think you can pull some shit? Not on my watch, son. Listen to me, Capa-tutio. You get your sorry Yankee ass out there this instant! You hear me, boy?”


“I ain’t going out!” I said. “I don’t care if you kill me. I’ll serve anywhere but here. Get me a transfer to the Air Force! The Navy! The Marines!”


The next morning at dawn, five guys grabbed me and dragged me out of bed. They took me to the barber shop, held me down, and cut off every last hair on my head. They shaved me like a cue ball, and to add insult to injury, they put talcum powder all over my head. Then they gave me a nickname—Knobby. I knew who they meant. The comic strip character Joe Palooka was a boxer, and his manager was a bald-headed guy named Knobby Walsh. And from that moment on, everyone on the base said things like, “Hey, Knobby!” “How’s tricks, Knobby?” “Go fuck yourself, Knobby!”


A couple weeks later, I was sitting in bed and the sergeant walked in. I was still bald and still called Knobby. They kept me shaved and powdered at all times.


“Tomorrow is a big day, Capa-tutio,” the sergeant said. “We’re having a parade for the general. I don’t want you fucking this up, you hear me, Capa-tutio? You haven’t marched with this company one time, you fucking Yankee piece of shit, and you sure as hell aren’t going to start tomorrow. Do you understand me? You’re an embarrassment. I want you to remain in this fucking barracks.”


“You don’t have to worry about me, Sergeant,” I said. “I’ll be right here. And to tell you the truth, I could use a little more powder.”


The next day was a gorgeous Saturday. The sun was shining brightly, and it was a perfect day for a parade. I was in the barracks in my shorts and my shaved head, listening to the bugles and the drums from the other side of the base. I decided it was too nice to stay indoors, so I went outside and started walking toward the parade grounds. As I got closer, I started running. There on the review stand were the general and his officers watching the soldiers march. And then suddenly there was confusion. The band stopped. The soldiers broke their stride. And the military brass looked over and saw me in my boxers and my skinny legs and my white head full of powder coming toward them like a ghost.


“What’s going on?” the general asked. “Who is this man?”


“That’s Pascal Capa-tutio,” the sergeant said. “He’s confined to the barracks. He’s not supposed to be here. He’s trying his damndest to get a Section 8.” The soldiers were doubled over laughing.


“Look at what they did to me, General,” I said. “I am legally in my rights. I can’t march because I got hammerhead toes. I cannot serve my country under these conditions. And look what they did to me. They took all my fucking hair. I got no fucking hair. They put powder on my head. And now they’re calling me Knobby Walsh!”


“Son,” the general said, “you can’t be out here during this march. You’ll have to take this up with your commanding officer.”


“But he’s the one who put the powder on my head!”


“This is the last time you’ll ever pull this kind of shit with me or anyone else in this army, Capa-tutio,” the sergeant yelled. “Get the MPs and arrest this kid. Put him in the brig with the niggers. They’ll tear his Yankee balls off.”
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