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Prologue

1952

“We are gathered here today to say farewell to our little turtle, Toby, who is now departed. He was a brave, good little turtle and he died—How did he die, Candy?”

A pause. “He was supposed to get food once a week and he didn’t get it at all.”

“I see, he died because you forgot to feed him and so he has gone to turtle heaven, and we will say a prayer for him today. Candy?”

“Dear God, please bless my turtle, Toby, and keep him safe and please forgive me for not feeding him. Amen.”

It is the morning of the turtle funeral. I am six. We are standing in the rose garden; a light rain is falling. The day is pale and gray. My mother, eyes respectfully downcast, is wrapped in a trench coat and carries a calla lily; I wear a hat, veil and shawl over jeans and sneakers and carry a toffee tin containing the deceased. Dena, my governess, wears a coat over her uniform, and clusters with Kay, the cook, who holds an umbrella. Mickey, the gardener, his head bowed, stands silently by with a tiny hoe and shovel to break the earth. There is a man shooting 16 mm. sound and another shooting stills. They are filming my father, splendid and somber in top hat and overcoat, who holds the Northwestern telephone directory, from which he pretends to read the eulogy.

Though it is a solemn occasion, my father is making us all laugh, and I am trying hard to keep a straight face. I am also trying to remember the words to my song; my father has arranged that I will sing at the service and I am nervous at the thought. It is not so much the singing itself that makes me nervous, nor the presence of the cameras; I am used to appearing with my parents in public, accustomed to cameras. I am nervous about performing well for my father. More than anything, I want to please my father.

In the elaborate, frenzied preparations and excitement of the funeral, the turtle has all but been forgotten. In my preoccupation with performing well, Toby has almost slipped my mind.

My governess and I plucked him from the seething turtle tank at the Farmers’ Market. Hundreds of turtles writhed and squirmed in the tank, some whose backs were covered with brightly colored decals of beach scenes and hula girls. Those with the decals died quickly, Dena explained (though ours died fast enough), unable to breathe through the tropical scenes on their shells, so we chose a traditional green one and then selected a home. We settled on a custom turtle dish with an island in its center, shaded by a curving plastic palm, to which we added a Chinese bridge and a porcelain pagoda.

It was a policy at our house that people took responsibility for their pets—a policy pointedly aimed at me, as I was the only one who wanted them. But a turtle was a kind of “para” pet, resembling a pet only in that it moved from time to time and required scant quantities of food. So scant was the amount required, in fact, that in no time I forgot his food completely. As turtles are the lowest and most sedentary form of pet—popular only for that reason—death does not come to them dramatically, and days went by before anyone realized that Toby had passed on.

“Candy, do you have a song you’d like to sing for Toby?”

“Yes.”

“What song is that?”

“ ‘The Tennessee Waltz.’ ”

“Go ahead then. And project.”

I give it all I have:

I was dancin’ with my loved one
As the music was playin’
When an old friend I happened to see…

“I think the turtle’s turning over now,” my father says, peering into the tin. Doggedly, I continue:

I introduced her to my darlin’
And while they were swayin’
My friend stole my sweetheart from me…

“Well, if the turtle’s not dead yet,” my father chuckles, “I’m sure that would really kill him.”

But I can see that my father is pleased. The funeral has gone well. My father is happy; I am happy. Toby is put to rest in the rose garden. The photographs run in the Saturday Evening Post.

1978

It is the morning of the funeral. I am thirty-two. The day is brilliant, warm and sunny. My mother is weeping and wears a pearl-gray suit. My brother, blond head bent, is weeping too. I am wearing a dark-green dress; I do not weep. I am composed, controlled, and I perceive the events as if from a great distance. There are hundreds of people attending the funeral. It is covered by all the press. I am used to appearing with my family in public, accustomed to cameras. I smile at them as I enter the church; it is an unexpected gesture. I am nervous. Once again, I am performing for my father. Wanting more than anything to please. But it is the morning of his funeral, and I will never know if I succeed.
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Charlie’s Sister




1

MY Dad and I would spend Sunday mornings in the breakfast room. Me and my Dad: it was our time together and usually it was just the two of us. And occasionally Charlie.

There we’d be, in the gentle morning light, with the sun slipping through the colored circles in the bottle-glass windows, tossing brilliant spots of blues and greens across the gleaming oakwood floor. From the kitchen floated whiffs of waffles, smells of sausage and, on Sundays, Swedish pancakes heaped with lingonberries twinkling like rubies. My father was a lifelong Swedish loyalist, and the Swedish pancakes arrived in the hands of Simon, the Swedish houseman, hot off the griddle of Aina, the Swedish cook.

Life was good for me and my Dad in that breakfast room: big, blond people moving softly, reassuringly through a string of golden mornings. And there we were, in our secret Scandinavia, just like a perfect couple, you know, unless Charlie or someone was there.

When Charlie was there, my Dad would sit him on one knee and me on the other and he’d put a hand on both our necks, and when he squeezed my neck, I’d move my mouth, and when he squeezed Charlie’s neck, he’d move his. As Charlie and I yammered away at each other across my father, mouths flapping soundlessly, behind us, smiling politely, sat my Dad, happily speaking for both of us.

And whether or not Charlie was there, my father would often spend these Sunday mornings talking—rhapsodizing, really—about vaudeville. About the “Chautauqua circuit,” about “playing the Palace.” His face would fill with light and his eyes would dance, and though I had no idea what vaudeville was and cared less, the way he looked when he talked about those days, like a man remembering a first love, made me think vaudeville was something special. Certainly it was to him.

Vaudeville: vau de vire, voix de ville. Music halls and minstrel shows, circuses and showboats. In 1903, when my father was born, vaudeville was about to reach its fullest flower, its shining hour. It would be America’s Golden Age too, and for a time the two grew up in tandem—the unself-conscious, wild and woolly spectacle of vaudeville a perfect mirror for the country’s most expansive, sprawling era.

Theodore Roosevelt cried out against “the malefactors of great wealth” as vast fortunes formed in flashes and huge empires were built overnight by Rockefellers, Fricks and Carnegies—ruthless, iron-fisted, adventurous Americans who knew the knack of spinning straw into gold.

Vaudeville’s features were as flamboyant as those fortunes: Madame Chester and her Educated Statue Dog; Babu Abdulle—the Hindu Conjurer; Herr Strassel and his Wonder Seals; Isham’s Octaroons—Colored Singers; and W. C. Fields—Unique Comedy Juggler.

In vaudeville, there were big-time circuits and small-time circuits. The big-time, or “first,” circuits showcased the hot acts, two shows a day, and the small-time, or “second,” circuits three shows a day with entertainment geared to the rural, unsophisticated mentality of the farmer and his family in America’s middle.

At the turn of the century, much of midwest America was settled by Scandinavians; they headed straight for those parts of the country that resembled most closely their own and duplicated communities of fair-haired crisp efficiency on the lush, rich land so scarce at home.

Towns of towheads with bright blue eyes were strung across new states like Michigan and Minnesota, Wisconsin and Illinois. These were people from the land of Ibsen and Strindberg, Munch and Grieg—tall, pale people, stern and strong. Without so much as a backward glance at the fjords and the midnight sun, they resumed the productive severity of their spare and structured lives. Weathering the sub-zero winters in gleaming kitchens by wood-burning stoves, patiently waiting till spring to turn spotless cows out into tidy green pastures, they were a race of industrious introverts, controlled and uncomplaining.

It was people like these who were my grandparents, Nell and John Berggren, who left their life in Sweden for America’s Midwest, bought a dairy farm in Michigan and raised two boys, Clarence and Edgar.

And it was people like Nell and John Berggren who made up the audience out in front of the stage under the tents of vaudeville: hard-working, religious farmers and their families, who wanted their entertainment cheap and wanted it clean. And it was these shows, these second-circuit stops for the hicks and rubes in the heartland, that Edgar Bergen and his brother went to see—sometimes sneaking in under the crackling canvas of the tent, sometimes paying a nickel for a seat on the splintered benches inside to watch, with wide eyes, the world of vaudeville.

From 1875 to 1925—for half a century—vaudeville was America’s favorite form of entertainment and a vital part of the middle-class life. Then, perhaps more than at any other time, America was a land of magic. Hocus-pocus, razzle-dazzle. It was ragtime, the Jazz Age, when everything was believed possible and its people proved it so: the radio (or wireless) was invented, the North Pole was discovered, the Titanic was sunk and the world went to its first war.

“The players are coming! The players are coming!” cried the tidy, small towns as the vaudeville troupe pulled in, hot and dusty, to “haul up the rag” and hustle the hick, to find beds for themselves and barns for their animals. Outside the tent, sharp-eyed hucksters hawked their wares and stalked their prey, selling cure-alls to suckers, “liver bags” and “electric rheumatism belts,” sneaking snootfuls of “nose-paint.”

Vaudeville was a paradise for quacks and the nimble-footed and light-fingered con men who slipped smoothly through the bobbing sea of straw hats called “katys,” past men chafing in their “iron” shirt collars, and happily picked pockets.

Many of the performers were orphans, kids from broken homes, who came from grim, big-city tenements and slums and turned to show business as one of the few ways out. Tough-talking, fast-moving, they started as street entertainers—singing and dancing on corners and in back rooms of bars—and escaped from their neighborhoods into a troupe and a tent.

And the hotels hung up the signs warning, “No Dogs or Actors” and the “towners” locked up their daughters and hid their valuables and the rubes nailed shut their barns because these players were tricky and had sticky fingers; it was common sense and common knowledge.

If vaudeville was an escape for the performers, it was for the audience as well. Comedy was the essence of vaudeville and the tents rang with raucous laughter at jokesters, jugglers, hobos, tramps, tumblers, tank acts, midgets and magicians. “LaBelle Titcomb” sang opera arias while riding a white horse, “Monsieur Marno” played the piano standing on his head, “The Human Tank” swallowed frogs and emitted them alive. These performers took life and turned it upside down and inside out, and this, when he crawled under the tent to peek, is what Edgar Berggren saw. He saw an enchanted land where anything was possible, where people were paid to practice magic.

Edgar was the younger son, the gawky one: moody, maladroit, self-conscious and shy. The dazed dreamer. For him, sitting spellbound under the tent, vaudeville was Valhalla. At eleven, thinking he might try to make his own magic, he sent off a quarter and received “The Wizard’s Manual” in the mail. It taught “Secrets of Magic, Black Art, Mind-reading, Ventriloquism and Hypnotism” (including a chapter on how to cut a man’s head off and put it in a platter a yard from his body), and Edgar went right to work.

The first place he tried throwing his voice was into an apple pie his mother was taking from the stove: the pie, in a tiny, high-pitched voice, shrieked, “Help, help! Let me out! Oh, thank you, thank you.” This, to a Swedish Lutheran from the Old Country, a woman with a neat blond bun and wire spectacles, in dark dresses lit by pale lace collars. A good and fastidious woman whose pies were now talking.

Soon the house, the farm were alive with voices. Nell would jump as she grabbed a babbling broom, start at disembodied chuckles, open the door at cries for help, to find no one. The house was full of phantoms; it was enchanted, filled with mystery and magic, as Edgar tried to read his mother’s mind, make the dogs disappear, pull his father’s rabbits out of hats.

Edgar was practicing, and getting pretty good, too.

John Berggren died when Edgar was sixteen, the family moved from Michigan to Illinois, and the two boys went to work, Clarence as an apprentice accountant, and Edgar in a silent-movie house where he stoked the furnace, operated the player piano and ran the projector. But Edgar’s real world had become one of illusions—deceptions of hand and voice—and he would disappear for hours on end to study magic tricks and practice ventriloquism, developing his diction, projecting his voice, controlling his diaphragm and the flexibility of his lips. Creating a character.

The character he created—and the companion with whom he would spend the rest of his life—was based on a quick-witted, redheaded Irish boy, close in age to Edgar, who sold newspapers on a corner in Decatur. The boy’s name was Charlie, and he was a bright and brassy kid, confident, cocksure. Edgar passed him every day and then made sketches, which he gave to a barkeeper called Mack, who was also something of a woodcarver. First working with Edgar on a clay head which would serve as a model, Mack then carved a dummy whom Edgar christened “Charlie,” after his inspiration, and “McCarthy” after Mr. Mack. “Charlie McCarthy” had come alive.

The head, made of pine, was empty but for a rubber band that ran from the inside top of the skull to the back of the neck. The backbone was a broomstick, nine inches long, that terminated in a semidisc hinged to the neck. Along the hickory spine, trail cords were attached to the lower jaw. The dummy weighed forty pounds, wore a perfect size 4, and took size 2AAAshoes. A simple enough piece of construction, hardly a work of genius, and yet…

Soon the dummy was putting Edgar through high school, answering roll calls for missing classmates. Their first public appearance was in Chicago in an amateur tryout paying five dollars a night. Edgar was doing a ventriloquism-and-magic act; the manager said, “Berggren, you can stay if you cut the magic out.” He did, at the same time neatening his name, which soon appeared in tiny print, minus an r and a g at the bottom of a second-circuit vaudeville bill. “Edgar Bergen—Voice Illusionist” was preceded by “The Great Chandor—Armenian Strongman.”

Ventriloquists (also known as “belly-talkers”), strongmen, jugglers and gymnasts—hung from the lowest rung in vaudeville, were more common in carnivals and sideshows. But Charlie’s fine pine hand began changing the established order of things and soon Chandor—who lifted pianos—received less pay and less applause than this dummy, McCarthy, who also made merciless fun of him.

Reluctantly returning from his first summer on the second circuit, Edgar switched from vaudeville “vent” to freshman at Northwestern, where, to his mother’s great relief, he dutifully enrolled as a premed student. But he continued giving shows with Charlie, as much for an excuse to perform as to pay his way, and soon transferred to the school of speech. In the end, lured by Charlie’s growing success, moving closer to his destiny with a dummy, he left without completing his studies, dashing his mother’s dreams of his becoming a doctor.

In the early twenties, recovering from the many privations of World War I, America was entering an era of great expansion: Harding’s election in 1920 was less historic than the radio program announcing it, which marked the beginning of broadcasting. In the same year, the Eighteenth Amendment went into effect, prohibiting the sale of intoxicating liquors; and the Nineteenth Amendment granted women the right to vote.

Most of these events had scant effect on Edgar, too young to vote, indifferent to drink, inept with women; but throughout the twenties great developments in radio continued, and its ether waves would pull America under its spell and make Edgar Bergen one of its own.

My father—while not himself the perfect hero—had by now created someone who was. Awkward, silent, socially unsuccessful, Edgar created someone who caught people’s fancies when he, most often, could not. Gradually he began leaving things to this dummy—so saucy, witty, self-assured—and learned to let him take over while behind his left shoulder, bashful, sort of beautiful, stood Edgar, as if by accident, listening in amusement while Charlie just wowed ’em. Absolutely knocked ’em dead.

For ten years, Edgar and Charlie traveled “the Sawdust Trail” by rail, moving up from the second circuit to the prized Chautauqua circuit, crisscrossing the country with troupes toppling over with trunks and teeming with animals.

Edgar and Charlie spent the twenties with trunks, their own and others. Shoving them onto trains, tugging them up backstage stairs, wedging them into closets called dressing rooms, lugging them through snowdrifts. For ten years, the two partners lived out of a trunk, Edgar eating, often sleeping, on it, Charlie sleeping in it.

Naturally, not everyone had to live in and lug his own trunk; vaudeville’s female legends now traveled with thirty pieces of luggage, an entourage of chauffeur, footman, perhaps two French maids, and requested that their hotel suites and dressing rooms be redecorated in time for their arrival. Sarah Bernhardt (“the Divine Sarah”) lived not in a trunk but in a favorite coffin—a quite expensive one she wished to be buried in, claiming she slept inside to accustom herself to it.

Lyceum, Chautauqua, Red Path—for ten years Edgar and Charlie worked these circuits, learning on their feet (well, Edgar’s feet) how to dress, move on stage, write and deliver material, shape an act, sense an audience. Become performers. Vaudeville artistes. This they did, and they did it quickly, having only seconds to win over what Oscar Hammerstein II called “the Big, Black Giant”—the audience that waited impatiently under the tent. Restless and ornery, steely and mean: Show me a thing or two and make it snappy, growled the many-headed monster. Miners, mill workers, farmers—they all sat, waiting to be shown a thing or two.

Charlie’s name was now prominently displayed alongside that of his boss. Not that Bergen didn’t tire of being part of a duo, didn’t dream of working solo. He even went so far as to try his own act one afternoon show, walking bravely out on stage alone, without the comfort of his customary sidekick, and performing a mild mixture of magic and illusion and the popular tramp character, waiting, hopefully, for applause. But the Big, Black Giant wasn’t buying: they chewed it up, spit it out, and Bergen was fired by the manager after the matinee.

It was Charlie or nothing, so “Bergen and McCarthy” it stayed. Snapshots show them clowning across the country, posing proudly next to their names on circuit bills. Edgar stands stiffly before “the Big Brown Tent”—stunningly young, slender and fair. Not quite elegant, delicately handsome.

They must have been some days, those ten years of coal-crusted trains and big brown tents and tight-knit troupes, of menacing mine workers (“Here live the most dangerous people I ever met,” Edgar wrote on a postcard home from a town in Kentucky) and blushing Southern belles. It was that moment in time when life is at its most lighthearted and spirits their most carefree, a moment Edgar—not a carefree man by nature—gazed back on many times later, missing the company of clowns.
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Those years were finally topped in 1930 by Edgar and Charlie “playing the Palace”—the pot of gold at the end of the Sawdust Trail. Having come from big tents loudly flapping in dust storms and town halls deep in snowdrifts, they stood, speechless, before the splendor of the Palace, variety’s Versailles.

Shimmering majestically on 47th and Broadway, beckoning the brightest stars, the Palace showcased some of the greatest performers of the era: Jack Benny performed there (as the violin-playing half of an act) as well as Fanny Brice, the Marx Brothers, Houdini, Al Jolson, the Barrymores, Will Rogers, Adele and Fred Astaire. “The Divine Sarah”—then well past seventy—played the Palace, established it, in fact, and thick-piled bear rugs were laid from her dressing room to the stage to muffle the sound of her wooden leg. She refused to play on the same bill with animal or blackface acts, considering them cruel and degrading, and she demanded that she be paid five hundred dollars in gold after each night’s performance.

This was more like it: no sharing of dressing rooms with animal acts here; this was class. And when Edgar and Charlie stepped out onto the vast, waxed, gleaming stage, trembling more than in all their past ten years, they were blinded by the glare of footlights, lost and little in this great and gilded space. The big time was nothing like the big tent; performers who had gone before tried to tell you but there just was no preparing. Years of training and an entertainer’s instincts took over while the eyes and heart adjusted and sight and sound returned.

Jesus, it was huge out there and packed with more people than the circuit ever saw. This audience sprawled in fat, soft seats upholstered in flowered cretonne, not broken chairs or splintered benches, and overhead hung crystal chandeliers that burst into light like fireworks. The hall was cooled by Siena marble, the fixtures cast from bronze trimmed in ivory.

This was the Palace and it rang with laughter, roared for more of Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, who giddily, gratefully took their bows and fairly floated into the wings.

They’d come a long way from the days when lowly “belly-talkers” were barely legible at the bottom of a bill to being the first ventriloquist act booked at the Palace; it was high praise indeed. And that was why, one time in New York when I was nine, he took me to the corner of 47th and Broadway, pointed proudly, and sighed, “Candy, this used to be the Palace. Your father played here years ago.”

No wonder he looked like that, smiling and wistful, gazing dreamily at his past. But / didn’t see any palace filled with magic there on that Broadway block, and I patted a policeman’s horse impatiently, anxious to get to Schrafft’s.

It takes time to know another’s dreams and only now do I understand why we stood there staring at that corner. It was my father’s first, fine dream, and it had come true. I think he never got over that.

Edgar had realized his dream just in time. The closing of the Palace in 1932 symbolized vaudeville’s death. Limping from the blow dealt by silent moving pictures, then crumpling from radio’s coup de grace, vaudeville was finished; its Golden Age had passed.

But the Golden Age of radio was just beginning. Having robbed vaudeville of her brightest stars, her biggest income, radio overwhelmed America with its infinite possibilities, scope and reach. Movie stars and Broadway actors tried a turn on this newfangled, lucrative format whose sophistication and popularity grew at a dazzling pace, despite critics who claimed radio was becoming “moronic” and rendering children “psychopathic” by its bedtime stories.”

The early days of radio saw an awkward age of adjustment: performers panicked at the unfamiliar sight of those tall, thin things called microphones, which were sometimes disguised with lampshades to put early radio guests at ease. Vaudeville and Broadway stars not only had to accustom themselves to working with microphones but to the strangeness of performing in eerily empty studios. Not only actors were thrown off; stepping up nervously to what looked like a floor lamp and singing their hearts out, singers soon discovered that their high notes blew out the delicate tubes of the transmitters, and so the style of “crooning” was born.

Early radio listeners tuned in to soap operas, mystery shows, singing commercials, crooners, comedians, and quizzes. Under fire from the critics, networks were forced to establish specific codes of behavior, eliminating from children’s programs “torture, horror, use of the supernatural or superstition likely to arouse fear” and banning profanity, vulgarity, kidnapping and “cliff-hanging.” A model program: “Jack Armstrong, All-American Boy.” Of course.

It was the thirties—the Depression. In living rooms and kitchens across the country, families, often hungry, clustered around their radio receiving sets to hear Roosevelt chat by a fireside, Hitler become Chancellor of Germany, Haile Selassie plead for help for Ethiopia, and the Duke of Windsor abdicate his throne.

It was not a world that made much room for unemployed entertainers, for those refugees from vaudeville whose tents had finally folded. Some—-clowns and jugglers, bareback riders, tightrope walkers—could return to the circus. But what about a ventriloquist and his dummy, too young to be washed up, and wondering what to do?

“Everybody looked down on ventriloquism. Vaudeville was dying,” my father told me years later. “We thought we were through, Charlie and I. Then I decided on desperate measures. I revamped my whole act. I had a dress suit and a monocle made for Charlie, and the same for myself.”

Unemployed but resplendent in white tie and tails, they slowly broke into Chicago’s supper-club circuit, getting a week’s tryout at the Chez Paree nightclub. Coming onstage at three o’clock in the morning for their final performance before an almost empty club, Charlie suddenly turned on his master, asking, “Who the hell ever told you you were a good ventriloquist?” Telling Edgar to go back to the farm, the dummy refused to be shushed by a blushing Bergen; Charlie was confident of getting by alone. He then spun on the stunned customers, declaring them a disgrace to civilization, rattling on as Bergen propped him on a chair and slowly backed away.

The management was catatonic, but the customers collapsed in laughter, hooting, howling, pounding the tables. Later, a serene Bergen was found backstage saying, “I simply had to get that off my chest.”

Their tryout became an extended engagement during which they were seen by Elsa Maxwell, then America’s social arbiter, who asked the twosome to entertain at one of her legendary parties. Noel Coward happened to be one of the guests, and after their performance demanded of Bergen, “Who wrote your material?” “I did,” Bergen replied. “Well, it’s damned good,” Coward said and recommended Bergen for an engagement at Manhattan’s swank Rainbow Room, where they were an overnight sensation.

Their success at the Rainbow Room led them cross-country to California for a guest appearance on Rudy (“the Vagabond Lover”) Vallee’s radio show, which was so well received by radio listeners that their one appearance on the show was extended to three months.

Radio Review, 1936:

Standard in vaudeville and now doing his stuff in nightclubs, Edgar Bergen makes the jump into radio with nonchalant ease. He talks to himself and the replies make for amusing entertainment. His dummy bears the name of Charlie McCarthy and is a saucy little fellow. Humor is situational and character-bred rather than gaggy.

Style and delivery are natural and ingratiating. Bergen and the dummy discuss various matters in joshing idiom with vocal mannerisms thrown in. It represents the culmination of years of theater-trained work. An artiste—in the old and best meaning.

Charlie caught the country’s ear and by 1936 Edgar found himself in Hollywood with a radio show of his own, first known as “The Chase and Sanborn Hour.” The season’s guest star was W. C. Fields, and much of the show’s fast banter was based on a feud between Fields (who genuinely hated the dummy) and McCarthy—timidly mediated by the ever avuncular Bergen:

FIELDS: Tell me, Charles, is it true your father was a gateleg table?

CHARLIE: Well, if it is, your father was under it.

FIELDS: Quiet, you flophouse for termites or I’ll sic a beaver on you.

BERGEN: Now, Bill…

CHARLIE: Mr. Fields, is that a flame thrower I see or is it your nose?

FIELDS: Why, you little blockhead, I’ll whittle you down to a coat hanger… .

Edgar bought Bella Vista, a sprawling whitewashed Spanish house that hung high over Beverly Hills, and brought his mother west to live. Nell Berggren, who had hoped to see her younger son become a doctor, or even a dairy farmer, was still somewhat embarrassed by her son’s unusual yet lucrative choice of vocation. In the thirties and forties America rewarded its favorite radio stars handsomely, and her son’s salary—wisely invested in California land—far exceeded the earnings of the doctor she had dreamed he would become.

He was perceived as fairly eccentric by those in the Hollywood community: an odd outsider, soft-spoken, polite—certainly for a show-biz type—a scholarly man, now in his late thirties, never married, who lived quietly and cleanly with his mother and his dummy and whose idea of a perfect Saturday was to stay home alone and spend hours poring over his suitcases of old magic tricks. He tended to be taciturn, uneasy and withdrawn; in every interview, it was always Charlie who did the talking.
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With W.C Fields and Don Ameche
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Charlie’s room

By 1938, Edgar and Charlie’s popularity was such that they received a lion’s share of the radio audience, their “Chase and Sanborn Hour” being the most widely listened to show in the 8 to 9 P.M. time slot on Sunday evenings. To celebrate their new number one place in the ratings, Edgar and Charlie gave a costume party, instructing guests to come “as your childhood ambition.” And so they did: Edgar as a seventeenth-century magician in top hat, goatee and cape, Charlie in a sultan’s outfit with turban (and harem), Bob Hope as a Keystone Kop, Bette Davis as a cancan girl, Tyrone Power as a pirate, Betty Grable as a belly dancer, Roz Russell as a Gibson girl and Dick Powell as a railroad conductor.
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With Marilyn Monroe

Radio was by now so big that it set the pattern for all other fields of entertainment. Radio stars were better known than most stage and screen stars, and Hollywood was paying large sums to sign radio personalities like Bing Crosby, Bob Hope, Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, and Edgar Bergen for motion pictures.

In 1938, newsreels and front pages featured Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy—or sometimes simply Charlie, neglecting to mention the man standing conscientiously, inconspicuously behind the dummy.

At Grauman’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood, where celebrities are immortalized by sticking their hands and feet in wet cement, newsreels showed Edgar and Charlie, traditional in their white tie and tails, recording their hand- and footprints in the famous star-stamped court. Charlie’s tiny feet firmly embedded, attendants detach his hands, holding the little extremities high for the cameras as Edgar looks on, somewhat distraught. “Hey Charlie! Over here!” yells a photographer and a publicity man lunges to stick his hand through the dummy’s backflap to turn him. “My God, is nothing sacred?” Charlie snaps sharply, the man jumps back and Bergen moves in, silent and steely, gently picks up his partner and obediently obliges the press, turning Charlie left and right, the two of them responding as one. “Hey, Charlie! Over here!” Edgar, Charlie—it’s all the same.

As their success grew, so did the psychological speculation on the phenomenon of a ventriloquist on radio whose fame was dramatically overshadowed by that of his dummy. Newspapers and magazines tripped over one another in a frenzy to crack the case.

New York Times, 1939:

Psychologists say that Charlie differs from other dummies because he has definite spiritual qualities. His throaty, almost lecherous chuckle is a haunting thing; his whole attitude of Weltschmerz is astonishingly real. He says things that a human actor would never dare to say in public and gets away with them…

New York Herald Tribune:

On the one hand, there is a gay, irrepressible Charlie, through whom, by some strange alchemy, the shy and pallid Bergen is transformed into a brilliant comedian. On the other hand, there is an imperious and dominating Charlie, whose almost-human personality has so eclipsed his creator that Bergen cannot function as an artist alone. “Charlie is famous,” says Bergen glumly, “and I am the forgotten man. I am really jealous of the way Charlie makes friends,” Bergen complains wistfully. “People are at ease with Charlie. He is so uncomplicated.”

For, of course, Charlie is that friendly, sociable side of Bergen that craves companionship and affection. In real life, when people start to respond to Bergen’s friendliness, he may suddenly switch to reserve and restraint—often bewildering and disconcerting to those who know him.

The speculation went on, “BERGEN JEALOUS OF DUMMY…” and on,“BERGEN BUILDS FRANKENSTEIN OF MIRTH AND WIT…” and on.

Edgar himself had little time and less patience with endless ruminations of his exotic relationship with Charlie; he didn’t—well, he couldn’t—hold much with motivational meanderings, with postulations on his life profession in catchy clinical turns of phrase. “Split personality,” “inferiority complex,” “alter ego,” “subconscious expression …” For God’s sake, he’d only created Charlie as a tool in the first place—as a simple steppingstone to success from which he hoped to move into musical comedy, become a young leading man. The trouble was, the tool was too damned good; the tail was wagging the dog.

The ventriloquist, dumbfounded by his dummy, was the outsmarted shadow at the helm, smiling pleasantly, even paternally, one hand discreetly hidden in the hollow of Charlie’s back, the other hand resting lightly, gracefully on the little dummy’s shoulder to steady him as he sailed ahead. Indelibly planting his impression on the country’s consciousness, Charlie would sit back each Sunday evening and in his cocky cackle vow, “I’ll mow you down, Bergen, so help me, I’ll mmooww ya’ down.”

Edgar tried twice more to go out on his own but admitted, “I fell flat on my face.” He created two new characters to introduce some competition for Charlie, perhaps regain some ground: the low-chuckling, slow-thinking Mortimer Snerd and an eager spinster called Effie Klinker. Both were substantially successful, especially the dimwitted Mortimer, but they were never comparable to Charlie, never even came close in the nation’s eyes.

America had grown more sentimental than the ventriloquist about his dummy.

In 1943, when Edgar and Charlie were broadcasting from New York, Nell Berggren died; her younger son left for Los Angeles immediately, missing a show for the first time in six years on the air.

While typically tight-lipped about the loss, Edgar was deeply shaken by the death of his mother. Bella Vista was now abandoned to bachelors: Bergen, now thirty-eight and still unwed, the Swedish butler and Charlie. It occurred to some that even his single status might not be a question of free will for Bergen:

WILL CHARLIE LET BERGEN WED? IS HE A PROBLEM CHILD?

Charlie McCarthy’s pappy, Edgar Bergen, is definitely the man of the moment in Hollywood and they are now inviting Charlie to the better parties so the dynamo behind the dummy will come. Being Mrs. B, I am told, is the goal among most unattached Hollywood gals today. Edgar, provided Charlie doesn’t become a problem child and break up attachments, is the most attractive catch on the Hollywood horizon.

—Los Angeles Times

Except for a few studio-arranged dates (with Deanna Durbin and Ava Gardner), Edgar was still a loner; it was Charlie who was having all the fun—posing for fan magazines in camel’s-hair coat and ascot, surrounded by shimmering starlets.

One of the shows people talked most about guest-starred Mae West. During rehearsals the week before the show, Bergen and his writers haggled with West, pleading with her to tone down the suggestiveness of her material to meet the strict FCC standards. After a standoff of sorts, a script was agreed upon for Sunday’s show. But she was not, after all, Mae West for nothing. When she cooed over the air to Charlie, “Why don’t you come up and see me sometime?” to which Charlie answered innocently, “And what would I do?,” no one had bargained on her reading of the reply, “I’d let you play around in my woodpile.” It made Monday morning’s headlines:

“NBC’S MAE WEST-CHARLIE MCCARTHY BROADCAST WIDELY CONDEMNED AS OBSCENE … FCC sent strong letter to NBC.”

NBC apologized publicly, Edgar Bergen went into hiding in Palm Springs, and the show’s rating went up two points.

Charlie now seemed to be everywhere at once: on the airwaves, in motion pictures with old pal W. C. Fields, in comic strips and coloring books, magazines and newsreels, on tie tacks and toys, radio sets and watches, pendants and pins. Stores sold out their Charlie McCarthy dolls and had them on back order.

One was given to a young girl of fourteen to cheer her up, keep her company while she recovered from a skull fracture suffered in an auto accident. Her name was Frances Westerman, and she was born in Birmingham, Alabama, where she had spent the happiest hours of her childhood curled snugly in her daddy’s lap, or hanging on to his knee—this tall and handsome man who was her sun and moon, who smoothed her hair with long, loving hands, smiling softly at her and calling her his “little lamb.”

Frances was a daddy’s girl. An only child, she had a less strong bond with her mother, Lillie Mae, who was one in two sets of pale-skinned, flame-haired twin sisters.

People died of tuberculosis then, and William Westerman was one of them, spending the last three months of his life in a sanitarium where his little daughter would come to visit, legs dangling as she perched on his bed, just her daddy and his little lamb. That was where she saw him last, pale against his pillow, as he waved to her through his open window.

And after family and friends had come and gone, leaving casseroles and condolences, as they carried his casket from the house, Frances threw herself upon it, sobbing, because inside lay the love of her life, and she was only ten.

It was the thirties: families’ fortunes fizzled, the plenty of the twenties had dried up and disappeared. Lillie Mae took her daughter’s hand and headed west, where poverty was more appealing, prosperity a breath away.

In Los Angeles, Lillie Mae met and married Parry Boyd (of the Boyds of Bangor, Maine), a handsome devil from a fine family who was (as Lillie Mae would say) just a tad short. He was a man of opinions and had a low one of work, and so was always a tad short of money as well, though he did have a job as an iceman. Lillie Mae began supporting him and Parry put down his ice and took up the flute. Soon, what William Westerman had left them was gone; and so, in short order, was Parry.

Lillie went to work, and Frances went to school, and the mother—devastated by the death of one husband and the disappearance of another—slid into silence which her daughter faced every afternoon, the two of them spending their evenings alone together, staring soundlessly at each other across the cool white porcelain of the kitchen table in the tiny stucco cottage in the motor court on the street lined with tall palms.

Alabama accents drip with honey, and Frances, when she spoke, brought hoots to the lips of her California classmates. By the time she graduated Los Angeles High School (a peppy “pom-pom girl”), she had drained the last drop of magnolia from her voice and at least that possibility of embarrassment.

But Frances was beautiful. Tall and sleek, fresh and windswept, hers was the look American women were famous for. And that look took her racing down mirrored runways in L.A.’s I. Magnin, pirouetting in bugle beads and broad shoulders, gliding down ramps in navy gab suits and spectator shoes. Graceful and gleaming and gay.

And that is what Edgar Bergen saw when he looked out into the studio audience one night: long legs looming out of the darkness, stretching out at him endlessly from the front row. And later, he asked to meet her—for she had come as the guest of a member of his staff—because he wondered who the, ah, the one with the, ah, you know her legs were very long… .

And that is how they met—this now nineteen-year-old blossom from the Deep South and this thirty-nine-year-old ventriloquist from the Midwest. He courted her for over a year—writing her, phoning her in New York, where she’d gone on to be a successful Powers model, driving past her on billboards as “the Chesterfield Girl,” flipping to her in magazines as “the Ipana Girl”—a confused, confirmed bachelor scratching his head at the crossroads.

He wasn’t the only one who was confused:

BERGEN WEDDING PUZZLES CHARLIE … his boss is rumored to marry pretty model… . Best Man Charlie McCarthy… .

—Los Angeles Mirror

Then one morning in June 1945, the headlines read,

CHARLIE GETS STEPMOTHER… . Edgar Bergen and Frances Westerman married in Mexico.

—Los Angeles Herald Examiner

The bachelor had finally caved in.

In photos taken at the time of her marriage, my mother looks like a new young fawn. Hovering in a pale, fine haze like a startled creature at the edge of the forest, peering, wide-eyed, ready for flight. Long-legged, auburn-haired, bright-eyed, she is a woman whose grace and beauty catch your breath. There is a softness about her, an innocence, a willingness to please. An eagerness in her eyes.

She was twenty when she married, my father, forty. It took a lot to hold your own against celebrity like Edgar Bergen’s. Frances Westerman from Birmingham found herself swept up in the rushing tide of being Mrs. Bergen and simply hung on for dear life.
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Mr. and Mrs. Edgar Bergen
AT LEFT : Frances at Bella Vista

The person she clung tightest to was her husband. She turned to him to teach her, looked up to him in all things. Open and innocent, worshipful and adoring, she depended on him totally—like a daughter, sort of. Depended on this forty-year-old, first-time-married “emotional hermit,” as his own dummy referred to him—a man most comfortable when he did not seem to be speaking, or when flying alone in his plane, or when tinkering with magical, mechanical gadgetry. He was not a man comfortable with feelings, especially the kind that run strong or deep. It’s not that he didn’t have them; he just didn’t know what to do with them except brush them aside, sweep them under a rug and edgily look the other way.

But his new bride was full of feelings. She was young and in love, brimming over with love for a middle-aged man who, one morning, woke up married.

So when on their first mornings at Bella Vista she would climb, shining, sparkling with dew, into his lap and circle him with her arms to give him all the affection, all the hope she’d held so long for someone—it was overwhelming to this shy remote man. She offered him more than he knew how to take, and it terrified him. Here was his young bride, folded up in his arms, sighing, “Oh Edgar, I love you so much,” and he would pat her quickly and say gruffly, “Now, now, we don’t talk about things like that,” and lower her from his lap like a long lanky child.

The moment passed in the blink of an eye, but Frances Bergen never forgot it. Because this was not how it was supposed to happen. Not in Margaret Mitchell or the movies. This was not what newlyweds did—dismiss as inappropriate talk of love.

So Frances learned some of those lessons it takes a lifetime to unlearn again. She learned not to curl up in her husband’s lap and to hang back from hugging him and to swallow “I love you’s.” And that is how loneliness grows.
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EDGAR BERGEN—FATHER OF A GIRL

Wooden-bodied Charlie McCarthy—the redwood half of the famed radio team—today had a flesh and blood rival for the affections of Edgar Bergen since the arrival of a 7 lb. 13½ oz. daughter last night at Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital. Mrs. Bergen, who was married to Charlie’s “stooge” last June, was reported “doing well.”

—Variety, May 10, 1946

Doing well she was—especially when faced with the fact that Charlie’s “stooge” tended to disappear at life’s more intense moments, taking off in his plane and landing at some sand-swept airstrip in the desert to down a beer with the locals and put up at the nearest motel. A farm boy forever, eager to establish an identity separate from his dummy, he bought up obscure patches of land and farmed them: alfalfa, dates, citrus, bell peppers. In cowboy hat, frontier pants and Western boots, he’d stalk the crops with his foremen, probing the earth with the toe of his boot, swapping theories on irrigation and cross-pollinating techniques. This walking the land and talking with “folks” was comforting, familiar, his favorite way of ducking out when life was overwhelming. In fact, that’s just where he was headed as Frances arrived at the hospital already in labor: Edgar was finally found in his plane somewhere over Palm Springs; the control tower radioed him to come home.
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My mother had by now adjusted to the comings and goings of the “moody Swede” she had married, accepting his absences philosophically, as essentials for the solitary soul. New to his world, she walked in it unsteadily for a time. But gradually, with ever-increasing confidence, she learned to play hostess at Bella Vista. By the time of my birth, she had brought a special grace to her husband’s life, and the hermits on the hill found their closed house opened, spilling with flowers, filled with light.

My father—remote but devoted to his bride, delighted with his new daughter—found his bachelor days abruptly over and was faced with some changes himself. The house on the hill now had room for only one hermit; one of them, my parents told the press, would have to go.

“Charlie’s room,” with its view of the rose garden and its entrance off the patio, was redecorated and renamed “the nursery”; I moved in with my Dutch governess, Dena.

“It was a major operation when we had to take Charlie’s room away from him and make it into a nursery,” declared Bergen. “He had to move all his pictures of Dorothy Lamour, his West Point Cadet’s hat, his Indian headdress, and all his stuff.”

“Yes, it looks quite different in pink and blue and without Charlie’s special, low-cut furniture. I rather miss seeing his shorts, with the initials, hanging over the chair,” Frances said nostalgically.

—Silver Screen

My mother learned fast.

When I was born, it was only natural that I would be known in the press as “Charlie’s sister.” The sibling rivalry thus established was certainly unique, considering I was the only child and the sibling was, in truth, my father. Of course, even when I was very young, I knew Charlie wasn’t real. Although we always called him “Charlie.” And though he lived, or was kept, I should say, in a velvet-lined trunk. And though at my birth, he was simply moved to the guest room, next to the nursery, and soon everyone began again referring to “Charlie’s room.”

To me, Bella Vista was like a magic kingdom. Its red tile roof eased gently over the mountaintop and gave way to gardens that tumbled their way into canyons below: the rose garden, the cut-flower garden, the cactus forest, the citrus orchard, the strawberry patch. Honeysuckle ran wild and smelled sweet, mammoth magnolias shaded the croquet course on the lower lawn, and pine lined the pool. Bougainvillea burst over the roof like fireworks and camellias hung like starched organdy dresses from their bushes along the driveway. You could see the house down on Sunset, if you knew just where to look. And if the flag was flying from the flagpole or Christmas lights were twirled around the giant pine, it was a cinch to spot. “The old house on the hill,” we call it now, wishing that we’d never left it.
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High on a mountain, at the end of a steep, twisting road banked with toothpicked cactus clumps and towering stands of eucalyptus, Bella Vista was not readily accessible to the timid or fainthearted. Playmates had to be imported for the Bergens’ daughter on Beverly Grove, transportation arranged, troop movements coordinated; cars would creep cautiously up the canyon bearing buddies. Mothers and governesses would arrive hunched over the wheel, wild-eyed and white-knuckled, deposit their cargo and brace themselves for the ride down. So most afternoons I played alone with my three dogs—a collie named Boy, a beagle named Martha, and a fox terrier called Susan: my gang.

Each afternoon when I got home from school, I’d change out of my powder-blue uniform and saddle shoes into a flannel cowboy shirt and jeans, grab my snack in a wax-paper bag and take oil with my dogs, wandering the hills until it was time for dinner. Down the hill, up the treehouse, scan the canyon, then up to explore the big mountain.
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AT LEFT: Out for a drive. Back seat: Effie Klinker, Podine, Edgar, Mortimer Snerd. Front seat: Frances, Charlie McCarthy and Candy. BELOW: A family Christmas
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On the mountain that loomed above us lay the John Barrymore estate. Katharine Hepburn lived in the old Aviary, a couple named Grimaldi in the large main house, and the conductor Lukas Foss in the guest house. My dogs and I would sneak up on the huge main house, scurrying over rocks above the waterfall that splashed into the pool, and lie in wait for the Grimaldi poodles. When caught, I was invited in for cookies and talk of the Old Country. The Grimaldis showed me sketches deftly drawn by Barrymore on closet walls, massive monastery doors shipped from France, chandeliers from Vienna, and Cyprus trees brought from Italy. Mrs. Grimaldi—round, blond, and fluffy, much like her poodles—spoke in strange cooing sounds. Mr. Grimaldi, who was a director, wore a pencil moustache and an ascot, and claimed to be the rightful heir to the throne of Monaco; he railed to me about that impostor, Prince Rainier.

Another king lived across the canyon, in a gleaming white castle enclosed by high walls. King Vidor, they called him, and though he was said to be one of Hollywood’s great directors, to me he was yet another monarch. It seemed that when things went sour for royalty at home, they all came to Hollywood and became directors while they waited for things to sort themselves out.
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Halfway up the mountain to the Barrymore estate, at a point that hung high over our driveway, was a natural dirt perch, a balcony, screened from view by trees. This became my hideout where I would sit for hours with my gang of dogs, eating my Fritos, guarding the house against all invaders. I was not entirely defenseless. Bobby, the Western Union delivery man, lived down the road over the Barrymore garage, and he was my friend. Sometimes he’d take me with him on deliveries, chugging along in his beetle-green Nash, and I’d charge out proudly to present the crisp yellow envelopes to strangers framed in foyers. Bobby made me a slingshot, carved it by hand, and it never left my hip pocket. Tiptoeing stealthily through the trees like Tonto, I would stalk an enemy bush, fish out a carefully selected pebble from my shirt pocket, center it in the leather square and release the taut elastic with a snap that sent the pebble flying in a feeble arc to land a few feet from my sneakers. As darkness closed in and the coast looked clear, I’d wave my posse from the hills, untie my pony, swing my leg over the broomstick with the stuffed sock head, felt eyes, and yarn mane, pick up the plastic reins and head happily for home.

Of course, as a cowboy, what I needed, pleaded for, dreamed of, was a horse. A real horse. By the time I was eight, the nursery already overflowed with toy ones: wood horses, copper horses, plastic horses, glass horses, china horses, horse books, horse paintings, horse photographs, horse clippings in horse scrapbooks. I sent for horse coupons on cereal boxes, filled out forms to win a pony; I never wanted anything as much as I wanted a horse.
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