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Praise for Hello, I Must Be Going


“I am so grateful to Charlotte Chandler’s Hello, I Must Be Going for helping me to understand why I always laughed so hard at Groucho Marx before I could even understand what he was saying.”

—Mstislav Rostropovich

“The person I most wanted to meet in my life was Groucho Marx, and reading Hello, I Must Be Going, I have.”

—Federico Fellini

“Here at last is the book we have all been waiting for, the real inside story of the legendary Groucho. Witty, provocative, highly readable.”

—Sidney Sheldon

“Charlotte Chandler writes about Groucho Marx with great humor and love. Sei molto brava! Grazie e buona fortuna, Hello, I Must Be Going!”

—Luciano Pavarotti

“If Groucho Marx amused you, Charlotte Chandler’s extraordinary book, Hello, I Must Be Going, will delight you.”

—George Cukor

“Hello, I Must Be Going makes me feel the love I felt in Groucho’s house.”

—Marvin Hamlisch

“Charlotte Chandler’s Hello, I Must Be Going is a must-read.”

—Liz Smith

“Charlotte Chandler’s book, Hello, I Must Be Going, brings back to us one of our favorite people.”

—Betty Comden and Adolph Green

“Why aren’t you doing a book like this about me?”

—Fritz Lang

“An exceptional book about the most odious man we adore.”

—René Clair

“This book made me laugh all over, all over again.”

—King Vidor

“I’m glad for Groucho that he ‘never kissed an ugly girl,’ but this book should be read by more than just beauties.”

—Jacques Tati

“It was lovely to be able to say hello again to my dear old friend Groucho in Charlotte Chandler’s enchanting Hello, I Must Be Going. She brings him back into our lives so vividly that when Groucho finally says ‘I must be going,’ I was sorry to have to close the book.”

—Maureen O’Sullivan

“Charlotte Chandler has plunged into her subject as deeply as any biographer could.”

—The New York Times
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June 21, 2007

Dear Reader,

Hello, I Must Be Going began when someone gave me the home telephone number of Groucho Marx. When I was in Beverly Hills, I called the number.

Groucho answered the phone. I only found out later how lucky I was. After I knew him, I learned that he never answered his own telephone. He always had someone there who could answer it for him. He didn’t like to speak on the phone because he couldn’t see the reaction of the other person. This went back to his days in vaudeville when he and his brothers tried out their material and watched the reactions on the faces of their audiences. His philosophy was, “If it gets a laugh, leave it in.”

I had called Groucho because I wanted to do an interview with him. When I told him why I was calling, he said, “Life magazine just offered me $25,000 to do an interview, and I told them I wouldn’t do it with them for $35,000, and I wouldn’t do it with you for $50,000! Where are you calling from?”

I told him that I was using a phone at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, which wasn’t far from Groucho’s house.

He said, “Why don’t you come over, and I’ll tell you No in person.”

I went right over0..

Groucho showed me his collection of Marxabilia. That’s what he called all of his Marx Brothers souvenirs of a lifetime in show business—photographs, programs, scripts, letters, and a number of embroidered pillows sent to him by fans.

He asked me to stay to dinner, not for dinner.

After dinner, he said to me, “Why aren’t you writing?”

That’s when I knew I was doing the interview that would become Hello, I Must Be Going.

When Groucho asked me if I would like to write a book about him, I hesitated—about five seconds. Hello, I Must Be Going was my first book, and Groucho said it would change my life. He was right.

All best wishes,

[image: image]






Introduction by Bill Cosby



Charlotte has asked me to say something for this new edition of Hello, I Must Be Going, and if I were Groucho Marx, I could say, “Something,” and let it go at that. But I’m not Groucho, so I have to be less explicit. Therefore, let me tell you several “somethings” about Groucho which are not already included in this fat, erudite book.

The first television encounter Groucho and I had was when he hosted The Tonight Show. I was a hot new comedian, and he asked for me on the show when he was substituting for Johnny. The night I did the show, before going on, he called me into Johnny’s office. This was in New York. He was changing clothes, and he just had his shorts on. I stood there thinking, “I’m looking at the great Groucho Marx in his underwear.”

We went on. It wasn’t a great meeting of the minds, because at that time I was really interested in telling my stories, and I didn’t want to trade quips with him. But after the show, I regrouped. I told myself, “If I work with him again, I will not serve as the funny person. I will serve as the catalyst for his punch lines.” And it worked, each and every time after that, because he was the boss.

In 1974, when I had my own show, I asked for Groucho, who was then well into his eighties. Of course, the thought of the producers was, “Isn’t he too old and will he be able to read or remember his lines?” There was a very negative feeling about bringing someone on who had, in fact, slipped that far chronologically—and maybe mentally. All of the questions of whether he could do it or not came out, and I kept saying, “But this is television, and we have plenty of tape, and you guys have the scissors. I’m sure that with a man like this, if we do nothing more than sit and talk, Groucho cannot help but throw a line here and there, and I feel that I can feed him enough. If anything goes badly, I can always get back to pretty girls, which will wake him up and light him up.”

Groucho went out, according to his rest schedule, and we did the show.

Now, there are certain priorities that people have. Let’s say if a big, big star wanted to do my show, people would get excited, but here’s what he or she wants: They want food flown in from Mexico, and they have to be out by ten-thirty. Everyone would say, “Yeah, fine. We’ll get food from Mexico, and we’ll get them out by ten-thirty.” Then they’re coming back at one-thirty, and can give you ten minutes, so you’ll have everything ready for the ten minutes. The star’s manager comes ahead and the next thing is, Can you get a private dressing room for him, too? You give the manager a TV set along with the star’s TV set, and all these things you go out of your way to do.

Now here’s Groucho, and all that’s asked is that when he gets tired, let him rest. People are going, “You know, it’s a lot of time, and we don’t know, and…”

“Let’s do it, please.”

And we did it—and had a ball! He wanted to go and go and go. What that show did for him—you could see the juices, you could see it exciting him. Now, when you’re in that condition, physically, to get excited burns as much energy as to be totally depressed. So, he would perform for a while, and then he would get physically tired, and he’d have to go off and rest. Well, that was all right for me, because that’s exactly what he was supposed to do. That’s what you’re supposed to do at that age. Whatever your body dictates, that’s what you have to do. I spent an awful lot of time with my grandfather, and for some reason, I have a feeling for and a respect for elderly people.

For the television show, we played it until he got tired. We did some of the lines over. We had a lot of fun, which for some reason is not part of the performance, because they cut it out. It’s strange how people want to make comedy so slick. That’s the part that ruins everything. Because, you see, his moment of waiting and realizing what’s happening is just as much skill within comic timing as if he had said it quickly. The impatience of the people around me was just not welcomed by me at all.

Television has a great fear of silence. Silence means there’s no money being made. Just because you’re not speaking doesn’t mean you’re not thinking. Maybe you should bring along some kerosene and a match.

“What’s that for?”

“It’s just in case I become dreadfully boring, I can always set myself on fire.”

So, we came off of it with a lovely, lovely show. His lines were funny. Sometimes I’d say something, and you’d see him think, and you’d see him still thinking, still thinking. Then, boom! the line would come, and the people would laugh, and love it. No, it wasn’t as fast as Buddy Hackett or Don Rickles. But you could see in his eyes that they were working, the IBM cards were being flipped around, and they may not have been in the condition that they once were in. Maybe a little dog-eared, and some of them may even have been in the wrong alphabetical order. But you could see him flipping through those cards, and then that line would come.

If you gave him time to think about it and get it rolling, those lines would come out. You had to have patience, but it wasn’t overbearing. There’s nothing that put you in the ranks of Job. It was a matter of knowing that you were going to get it and taking your time.

Groucho and I ad-libbed a lot. I feel ad-libbing is relying on everything that you can think of in order to come up with humor, on your feet, not knowing when or where. That to me is ad-libbing. That’s working without a net. You know, the role of the catcher is not an easy one, because you have to look and see what you can catch. But to stand there and think it up, and then put it out, is the most difficult part.

Groucho thought funny, and ad-libbing is thinking funny. It doesn’t make any difference whether you’ve had this particular line and you’ve used it before. When and if the line comes, you don’t know when it’s coming, and then you use it, you are ad-libbing. You have to be on top of it. You have to play the moment. And that’s what Groucho was absolutely brilliant with when we did the show together. I purposely switched things around for him so that he would have to think in a fresh way.

I always felt that it was my role, whenever we were together, in a way to be the most effective straight man ever. If I could feed something ridiculous or give him something he could think five or six punch lines on, I was perfectly happy to do it. Because it’s absolutely true that’s what happens when you do that. He continued to think, and it was mental exercise.

When he appeared on my show, I was just very, very proud of what he had done, although Charlotte tells me Groucho wasn’t happy with his performance. But, you see, what happens is, with a show like that, producers have their own idea of what they want to do. I think that what might have set him back was not necessarily his performance, but the other things around him that made it look like window dressing.

I think that what Grouch may not have been tickled about was the way he sounded. That’s something that anybody who’s human feels—the older we get, the more we don’t particularly like the way we sound. Especially when the voice begins to sound weak. We really don’t like that. Time does have a way of taking a peak period away from you, a peak look, and you really know time has done its job. There is a bit of sadness there, about what time does. It does take away, and it happens with everyone. But if it were the other way around, and things just got better and better, I don’t know if that would be good, either. Because, then, some people might just become a pain in the ass.

As far as I’m concerned, when you have someone like Groucho Marx come out and perform, that’s really all you need. The greatest show would have been just Groucho and me. But a producer can’t really see that far, and they’re afraid of something like that. There are so many sketches that could have been done with just the two of us sitting, and run the tape forever—and then splice it together. Many times a great line comes out of a few minutes of very serious talk.

 

It was during that period when Groucho could still come out, and he would come out for friends of his, or he’d come out for an event—any of the two that’d get his juices going. Once he came to the house I was renting from Martin Landau. My mother was there; my wife, Camille, was there; Eubie Blake was there with a Mr. Browning; and Erin Fleming, of course. Browning was at the time eighty-three, Eubie was something like ninety-two, and Groucho was eighty-four.

We all had dinner, and the table chit-chat was fair. There was no trading of lines, no trading of stories, or anything. I carried the table as far as the conversation was concerned, and Grouch threw in a few lines here and there, and Eubie might have told one or two stories, and Browning would say something. But I don’t think anybody was really paying attention to anybody in particular. And it wasn’t because the food was that good. I think it might have been just that there were three strangers there.

We moved into the living room. There was a piano there. Eubie sat at the piano, and Groucho took a seat on the sofa, with Erin. Browning, who was a tenor, got up and sang some of Eubie’s Broadway songs. Well, after a while, they got into these “hot” numbers, you know, like “I’m Just Wild About Harry.” Everybody’s smiling and enjoying, and I can’t describe the sound Groucho was giving off, but to him, it was singing.

Everybody started to look around at Groucho. So he got up, unsteady, of course, and once he got up, he was up. He went over to Browning and Eubie, and he started to sing, of course in this terrible, almost dog-like sound. You know—wolfing—and what he was doing, he was trying to harmonize with Browning. But the range Browning was singing in was so far above Groucho’s, all Groucho could do was try and harmonize in that key, and what came out was this dog-like wail. We all started to laugh, and Groucho started to smile, and Mr. Browning broke up laughing.

Eubie, he was just playing, because he was concentrating on the song. I don’t know if Eubie even heard what was going on. Well, they got near the end of the song, and Groucho decided that he wants to high-kick. And he starts to cross one leg in front of the other, kicking. He starts to dance, and Erin stands up, and her face is flushed, and she’s excited about the whole thing. But he’s really dancing!

They continued on. I don’t know whether there were three or four more songs, but I do know that the evening was important enough fun for Groucho that he missed You Bet Your Life that night. That was the biggest compliment Groucho could give to a party. He never missed reruns of You Bet Your Life. Erin said, “Groucho, do you want to go and see your show?” and he said, “No, I want to sing.”

“But you look tired.”

“No! I want to sing.”

For him, it was absolutely the biggest thing. My mother still talks about it. And laughs! She laughs so hard whenever we talk about it, because it was a great tribute. He was there, high-kicking, and just doing this dog’s wail, trying to harmonize. Then, he’d do “Lydia,” and Eubie didn’t know it, but he faked it. They all sang that together, faking it, and they tried to find his key. But he had a ball. He left that evening before Eubie, and afterwards, Eubie, who was the oldest of that group, said, “You know, he’s in pretty good shape.”

I said, “Yeah, and tonight he’s in better shape than he’s ever been in.” You know, there’s no medicine for that. A pharmacist can’t just put that in a bottle.

Erin called back the next day and said, “When he woke up, his spirits were just great, just lovely.” Because of that evening.

I was fortunate enough to be able to meet three of the four comedians I most admire. Besides Groucho, there were Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin. I never met W. C. Fields, of course. But Groucho was the only one I ever really knew. I talked with Buster, but at that time it wasn’t good at all, because Buster was ready to go. I met Chaplin once. The funniest thing about it was his granddaughter told him who I was. She was really excited about it.

It was my pleasure to meet Groucho and to get to know him. I think, other than that, it probably would have been even better to have known him when he was at his prime. If we could have worked together, both at our prime, that would have been extraordinary. To me, Groucho will always, always be appreciated and respected as a human being who thought funny.

Now, more than his movies, I appreciated You Bet Your Life. I broke my neck to get in there and watch that, and that’s where I really knew Groucho from. Woody Allen speaks highly of the films, but to me, Groucho Marx is You Bet Your Life and coming up with the lines off of which the people said what they said. That I appreciated more than anything. As a matter of fact, I appreciated him so much in it, that I wanted to do a show like that, the kind of thing that really made for good viewing. The people on You Bet Your Life became human beings instead of the blithering idiots you usually see on these television quiz shows. As you’ll notice in Hello, I Must Be Going, Groucho considered the audience the straight man. That’s important. And you weren’t really giving anything away. No big bucks.

I always wanted to do You Bet Your Life. We even went into meetings with the old producers of the show. I felt very confident I could deal with the people on the show the way Groucho did. Not slick, natural. I’ve been waiting a long time to do it.

The audience I’d most like to have for the show is Groucho. I hope he’s watching. I’d like for him to smile that funny little smile of his that meant more than other people’s out-loud laughs. I’m tickled that I’m getting the chance to do You Bet Your Life while I’m still crisp.
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“I’m as young as the day is long, and this has been a very short day.”

GROUCHO MARX






“Hello, I must be going”



Groucho did not grow old gracefully, because there is no such thing. It was an indignity with which he lived, with the greatest dignity possible. “Growing old is what you do if you are lucky,” he said, and though any decline was a constant offense to his pride, Groucho mustered all his strength for what in the end had to be a losing battle.

The Groucho legend, however, didn’t age; it was frozen in time. The Duck Soup Groucho was expected by some; others expected to find the You Bet Your Life Groucho. After one of his jokes you could hear echoes of “He’s the same, he’s the same as ever!” People didn’t want to see their idol fall. If Groucho was aging, so were they—someone else’s old age is a threat to one’s own immortality. Time may pass for them as it does for other mortals, but they are shocked to find that it also passes for an immortal of the silver screen and the video tube. Captain Jeffrey T. Spaulding, Professor Quincy Adams Wagstaff, Impresario Otis B. Driftwood, and Dr. Hugo Z. Hackenbush are ageless, but Groucho was in his eighties.

In his daily life, the most difficult competition Groucho had to face was competition from his younger self. His professional appearances, though happening until shortly before his death, were constantly diminishing in number—to avoid growing old in technicolor close-ups, and because growing old isn’t funny.

Groucho had a perspective different from those of most of his friends, since virtually none of them had ever been that close to a century old. Health and survival became what was important. He gave the highest priority to remaining able-minded. “I want to go on as long as I can, as long as I’m in good shape, especially mentally.” But he did not find the rigors of growing old or the supposed secrets of longevity to be a diverting topic of discussion.

“Age isn’t very interesting to talk about. Anyone can get old. Everybody gets older, if you live long enough.”

In answer to Jack Nicholson’s “How old are you, Grouch?” he raised his eyebrows and said, “It’s not how old I am, it’s how I’m old.”

During Groucho’s last visit to New York City, Betty Comden, Adolph Green, and Penelope Gilliatt joined Groucho and me for lunch in his suite at the Sherry Netherland Hotel. We gathered in a football huddle in the living room, glasses in hand. Groucho raised his glass of tomato juice in a toast and said, “To health. That’s all there is.” Mystified, Betty pondered the toast. “Is that all there is?” she asked. Groucho shrugged and said, “Vay iz mir.” Adolph translated: “That means ‘Woe is me.’ What kind of a toast is that?” Groucho didn’t even try to explain that for him the greatest luxury in life was being able to take good health for granted.

While we were having dinner before going to see Juno and the Paycock, Billy Marx, Harpo’s adopted son, asked Groucho what was the most exciting thing that ever happened to him.

“The most exciting thing that ever happened to me was when my doctor said I was good and healthy.”

“I mean in show business, Groucho,” Billy persisted.

“I was in show business when the doctor said that.”

He also tried to explain his feelings to virile young friend Jack Nicholson, who couldn’t really put himself in Groucho’s house slippers:


JACK NICHOLSON

We ought to be goin’ around the town together, Grouch. We’d have some time!

GROUCHO

You reach a certain age, and you don’t care about sex anymore. You just care about health.

JACK NICHOLSON

There has to be more than that. You can still always do something. You can just lay around and…


This conversation was interrupted by the entrance of nurse “Happy,” whom Groucho always described as “the only woman who can put me to sleep.” He was referring to her tickling of his feet, a minor passion of his, “one of the few I can still satisfy.” He added wistfully, “That wasn’t the way it always was. But when a guy is eighty-three, he should forget the whole thing. I know if I do it, it’s going to be lousy, so why cheapen myself? It doesn’t depress me. I know I can’t do it properly anymore; if I could, I’d still be doing it. I’ve talked to a lot of guys who are seventy-eight, seventy-nine, and they all say it’s hopeless. When you can’t get it up anymore, you should quit. When a guy is eighty years old or thereabouts, he should read a book.”


I

Is there anything in your life you would do differently?

GROUCHO

I wish I were young enough to make the same mistakes all over again.

I

But isn’t there something you would do if you had your life to live all over again?

GROUCHO

I’d try more positions.


Animal Crackers had not been shown in theatres for more than twenty years when Groucho obtained a print and screened it at home for us. Mike Nichols and Jack Nicholson were invited for the event, and they clearly thought the film was great. Jack was particularly impressed by Groucho’s dance. “I’d sure like to be able to do that,” he told Groucho. “It must be really difficult to get it just the way you did it.” Groucho said, “I’ll give you lessons.”

The next day, Jack appeared for his lesson. Groucho got up and did the dance, but it was a pale reflection of his 1930 performance. Jack looked momentarily stunned, and Groucho was angry at himself for not being the man he had been. Then the moment passed and the conversation turned to other topics.

Jack Nicholson, who was born almost a decade after Groucho danced that dance—perhaps even after Groucho had already forgotten it—had not fully appreciated the interval of time that had elapsed between the 1930 performance and the 1973 performance—and neither had Groucho. On the screen the performers remain unchanged over the decades. The motion picture can be rather frightening for the performer who is able to watch his own wide-screen wrinkles appear. When Jack had left, Groucho told me, “I hope I look that good when I’m his age.”

In 1974 Groucho returned to New York for the opening of Animal Crackers, and Doubleday Editor Ken McCormick asked him, “What do you find most changed, Groucho?” He replied, “Me, I’m eighty-three.” At his Carnegie Hall appearance in New York, Groucho summed it up: “I come from a world that doesn’t exist anymore, and hardly do I.”

Groucho was fortunate that his character was never extreme youth. Who’s ever heard of a youthful lecher? He never had to face the trauma that confronts the motion picture ingenue. The Groucho character was middle-aged in his earliest films and remained so for a very long time. He was, in fact, still readily recognizable in his middle eighties, as one learned on even the shortest saunter down any street with him. Harpo’s innocence was like that of a child who was never supposed to grow up, let alone grow old, while Groucho, who wooed dowager Margaret Dumont or soubrette Thelma Todd, didn’t have to contend with losing his youth. He could still joke about it. “My youth is slipping,” he said. “Someone should tell him to be more careful.”

There were those who felt that any public appearances by Groucho in his eighties should be curtailed or better yet, curtained. They felt that his forays into the world of show business were destroying the myth of a Groucho Marx who should not grow old in the glare of the klieg lights. It is part of the limitation of the human condition that the mystique of glamour and the mistake of excessive accessibility have enough difficulty coexisting without the complication of aging.

For Groucho, the important day of his life was today, and he loved playing himself. As the years ahead grew shorter, the tributes grew longer, but he was not ready to be enshrined. “I don’t want to be put in a case in a museum like Harpo’s harp.” As for his fans, some of them young enough to be his great-grandchildren, the thrill of Groucho in his eighties was still a thrill, even if—especially if—the name he mischievously signed in the autograph book was “Mary Pickford,” which he did on occasion.

As one grows older, one is constantly losing illusions, learning that the “real” Santa Claus is working for the Salvation Army and Macy’s at the same time, and that romantic, true, and perfect love rarely ages as well as cognac. But Groucho managed to remain at least somewhat illusioned in the face of disillusioning realities. Life itself, after a certain point, operates under a law of diminishing returns, and eighty-five-year-old optimism is rarer than twenty-one-year-old optimism or even seventy-five-year-old optimism.


I

Was it a hard life in the early days when the Marx Brothers didn’t get much money, had to travel all the time living in rooming houses, eating chili every day?

GROUCHO

Well, I was young. And there’s no hard life when you’re young. Everything is easy.

I

Yes, but unfortunately, when you’re young, you may not realize that.

GROUCHO

Yeah. You don’t know it, so it seems hard. But when you’re young, you’re not afraid. You don’t know any better.


Then Groucho put his finger on what was different for him about being old: “Everything comes harder. You have to concentrate to do what you didn’t have to think about before. You can’t take things for granted. You can’t even take salt for granted.”

Having dinner with Jack Nicholson, Groucho suggested to him, “Maybe you should stop using salt while you’re still young, so you won’t miss it when you have to give it up. I don’t use salt, I don’t drink now, and I don’t smoke.

“I used to be crazy about Somerset Maugham. He lived to be about ninety years old. He still smoked cigarettes. The doctor said, ‘You ought to quit. You’ll die if you don’t quit smoking.’ And Maugham said, ‘What can you give me to replace it?’ The doctor went home in a huff. He was driving a blue Huff at the time.”

Happiness consists largely in the ability to live each day without too great an awareness of the passing of time. The ability to be oblivious to the passing of time is one of the greatest luxuries of youth, but Groucho in his eighties still had that casualness about time which allowed him to waste it in nonconstructive pursuits without feelings of pressure or guilt. “I take one day at a time. And I won’t put it back.”

Another aspect of happiness is the ability to reconcile one’s hopes-and-dreams world with the real world. Groucho had made his peace with what he was and what he had. “Getting old is what hurts. After you get there, you’re glad to wake up in the morning.” He was a realist, if a romantic realist. He accepted the natural law of diminishing returns not as a situation tragedy but as his due “for having too many birthdays.” He had the satisfaction of being able to answer “Groucho Marx” to the question “Who would you like to have been?”

Groucho was the first to recognize that he was not the man he used to be:

“I called my tailor, and a girl answered. I said, ‘This is Groucho Marx,’ and she said, ‘You’re foolin’ me. He’s dead.’ And she was right.”

When I asked Groucho, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” he responded soberly, “I’m growing down.”

Nothing made Groucho unhappier than when a young woman held a door open for him, unless it was when an old woman held a door open for him.

Groucho was well aware that old age is not the ideal state, only the best of all possible choices. He read to me the words Vincente Minnelli had written in the front of a book he had given Groucho:

“‘To the greatest comedian alive,’” then Groucho paused and added, “Only he was wrong. I’m not alive.”

Groucho sometimes told a story about a baseball game between two vaudeville teams. He and Will Rogers were on opposing sides. When Groucho tried to steal second base, the catcher threw to second-baseman Will Rogers, who yelled, “You’re out!”

“But you’re ten feet off second base,” Groucho protested.

“Groucho, at my age wherever you stand is second base,” Will Rogers explained.

Old age can be like the tortures of Tantalus. The fruit is still there, but not only is it out of one’s grasp, one may no longer care about grasping it. Groucho still cared.

Although it is common for older people to begin liquidating their estates in advance, Groucho eagerly continued to acquire possessions and enjoy them. His inanimate world as well as his animated world was not in a state of diminution. Going through several books every week, he remained an avid reader, able to be alone without being lonely. He practiced his guitar, still taking frivolity seriously. He continued trying to improve himself, even while all the forces of nature were at work against him. True old age commences with the feeling there is nothing to look forward to; Groucho was still looking forward.

His detailed accounts of long ago never ceased to amaze friends like Elliott Gould, George Segal, Jack Lemmon, and Dinah Shore. Inability to remember is sometimes associated with aging. Those who think that way fail to take into consideration how much there is to remember when you’re past eighty-five. Young people just don’t have as much to remember. Groucho would be asked by a fan, “How did you feel before the battle scene in Duck Soup?” He answered, “Geez, that was a thousand years ago.” Or, “That was 1933. It’s almost fifty years ago. I don’t remember everything.”

It’s true that most people aren’t expected to remember their lives in infinite detail, as was Groucho. But the advantages of being Groucho Marx outweighed any disadvantages. At least people did want to know about his life, and most people never have that kind of experience. Memory is capricious rather than pragmatic. We don’t choose what we remember, it chooses us.


GROUCHO

You remember the damnedest things.

I

You’ve lived such a long life, does that boy Julius Marx on Ninety-third Street ever seem like another person, a stranger to you now?

GROUCHO

You’ve seen the pictures. Don’t you think I’ve changed?

I

I mean on the inside.

GROUCHO

I don’t know. No, I guess I’m the same, only older.


Everyone has problems, and how people deal with their problems reveals a great deal about their personalities. There may even be a basic human need for problems, since anyone so fortunate as to be temporarily without any will probably hurriedly create some. One is fortunate when the little things seem very big—Groucho was still worrying about little things.

There are problems you can solve and problems you cannot solve. Groucho recognized the importance of cutting his losses and not throwing good time after bad. Even though old age is a condition that is difficult to accept as well as being a disability from which one cannot look forward to a recovery, he didn’t consume his energies, efforts, and time in useless pondering, complaints, and regrets.

In old age, the questions often become more important than the answers. One learns more than one might wish to know of problems about which one would rather remain in total ignorance, and one is constantly reminded of one’s own vulnerability. Groucho told me, “When you’re eighty-five, you’ve learned how to live with things you don’t want and how to shut the door.” He had learned to sweep those problems that have no solution under a wall-to-wall carpet. Old age was for him that kind of problem.

Goddard Lieberson, whose friendship with Groucho went back thirty years, remembered a younger Groucho who was so healthy that he would notice any insignificant ache and complain about it. “But now,” Goddard noted, “when I say, ‘How are you, Groucho?’ he says, ‘Fine,’ and never complains about anything.”

Old age is like taking out one consolidated loan to pay off all of your debts. The debts don’t disappear, but all of the problems are wrapped up in one not so neat package. Old age is a problem so complete, so all-encompassing, so totally pervasive, so insurmountable in any desirable way, that it distracts from all others.

Perhaps the single quality that Groucho most valued and respected in a man was strength. In his middle eighties, he was leaned on by a great many people, but he didn’t like to lean himself. Norman Krasna said of his longtime friend, “Groucho is not a complainer. He had so many years of terrible family problems, but he always went onstage funny.” The Groucho I knew always went on funny, and his stage was his daily life.

When a person reaches a certain age, he is expected to assume the role of an old person. He is beseeched to rest, almost as if in rehearsal for that final inevitable rest. “Act your age,” a young world admonishes, when there’s no fun in that. Groucho chose to put up a fight.

Early in life he learned that life is a battlefield, and that for every winner there are lots of losers. Thus he was careful never to go forth into the arena or the one-liner’s den with his suit of armor askew. And always emblazoned on the breastplate was “Tell ’em Groucho sent you.”

On the theory that the best defense is a good offense, Groucho got in the first blow, and he could on occasion be somewhat offensive. Most people, however, would rather have received an insult from Groucho than a compliment from anybody else. He was considered by those who didn’t like him (and even Groucho had a few of those—one may measure one’s success by appraising one’s enemies) to be selfish. What he did have was a highly developed sense of self, which is not to be confused with selfishness.

People are born with an undamaged self-esteem which is constantly under assault from that first jarring slap on the back. We are born liking ourselves; Groucho continued to do so. Headstrong, headlong, he loped through life, his self-confidence unshaken, through turbulence and turmoil unperturbed. He didn’t break the rules: he ignored their existence. He remained never self-conscious, but calmly conscious of self.

Groucho avoided ruts, accepting routine but not acting from force of habit, remaining predictably unpredictable.

Well into his eighties, Groucho still eschewed conformity:

“It’s a good idea not to live your life just to please others. You don’t please yourself, and you end up not pleasing anyone else. But if you please yourself, maybe you’ll please someone else.”

A waiter at Hillcrest Country Club in Beverly Hills greeted Groucho with, “How do you feel, Mr. Marx? You look younger.” Groucho responded, “I’m getting younger. Next year I’ll be eighty-three. And the next year I’ll be eighty-two.”

One day, having lunch at Hillcrest with Groucho, we were joined by George Jessel. Their conversation stopped in midsentence as Adolph Zukor, then well past one hundred, was wheeled by.


GEORGE JESSEL

It’s good to be alive.

GROUCHO

I don’t want to live that long. I took her (Indicating me) to see Durante the other day. I sang for him and he liked it. I asked him, “How’s Mrs. Calabash?”

GEORGE JESSEL

I hear he’s not so good.

GROUCHO

He’ll never work again.


Once I asked Groucho, “In your many years of experience, what have you learned that you would like to share? Do you have any advice to offer?” He shared with me the benefit of his wisdom: “Never sit down at a party because you may have somebody sitting next to you that you don’t like.”

Groucho didn’t like to have anyone he cared about say goodbye to him. “Never say goodbye,” he admonished friends.

Though in attendance at Jack Benny’s funeral, Groucho assiduously avoided funerals. He just had been to too many. Looking through his address book and seeing all of the people who, though he didn’t cross them out, could no longer be reached was a traumatic experience. He said about George S. Kaufman, “I still never get used to his being gone.” The death of friend Harry Ruby deeply saddened Groucho, as did the hospital visits to Arthur Sheekman—visits which he continued to make regularly.

Groucho told me, “I’m still alive. That’s about it.”


He was less than impressed by one well-meaning fan’s admonition “Don’t die—just keep on living.” Dismissing it peremptorily, Groucho said, “Some line.”

He once discussed life and death with Woody Allen:

 

GROUCHO

I’m still alive.

WOODY ALLEN

How do we know that?

GROUCHO

I can tell when I get up in the morning. If I don’t get up, that means I’m dead.


Groucho liked to quote Woody’s line which was one of his favorites: “I don’t mind dying. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”

One day grandson Andy rushed in and told us that he’d been to a hilarious film. Laughing at the very memory of it, Andy said, “I died laughing.”

“If you’ve gotta go, that’s the way to go,” Groucho commented soberly. “You know, I have a friend who works for an organization that tries to prevent people from committing suicide. If you want to kill yourself, you call this man up. He’ll do it for you.”

As Groucho left Chasen’s after dinner with Minnie’s Boys’ producer, Arthur Whitelaw, a solicitous captain rushed anxiously after us, mother-hen-like cautioning Groucho, “Careful, Mr. Marx! Careful!” His tone implied that Groucho was not just less than agile, but as helpless as a very small child. The patronizing manner was not lost on Groucho. Stooping over and putting his hand on his back, he began walking in a bent-over posture that would have been appropriate to the oldest man in the world. As he creaked along, he made low groaning sounds and cackled like one of Macbeth’s witches, repeating, “I’m an old man, I’m an old man.”

The captain, failing to take the hint, added, “Watch the step, Mr. Marx!” Groucho instantly froze, his stare fastened on the steps. The parking attendant arrived with his Mercedes and announced, “Your car, Mr. Marx.”

Groucho responded without unriveting his gaze, “I’m watching the step.”

Once when Groucho talked with me about being old, he said, “I don’t mind it if I can work.” As for his total retirement from show business, Groucho said when he was eighty-four, “I’m not gonna retire, I’d like to die right onstage. That would be the way to go, right onstage.” He added to that sober thought, “But I don’t plan on dying at all.”

In Animal Crackers, Mrs. Rittenhouse pleads with Captain Spaulding to stay, and Groucho answers:


CAPTAIN SPAULDING

Hello, I must be going. I cannot stay, I came to say I must be going. I’m glad I came, but just the same, I must be going.

MRS. RITTENHOUSE

For my sake you must stay. If you should go away, you’d spoil this party I am throwing.

CAPTAIN SPAULDING

I’ll stay a week or two, I’ll stay the summer through, but I am telling you, I must be going.


And without Groucho, the party never can be the same.








“I’m too rich to eat bread”



Dinner was served at the Marx residence, but everything was wrong for Groucho. Some of the food was burned. The fake salt was missing. There weren’t any sliced tomatoes. Vegetables and potatoes crowded the entree on the same plate. The dessert grapefruit, having been frozen, was full of ice splinters.

During the meal Groucho didn’t complain. He ate as he always ate—slowly, with the abundant but meticulously controlled pleasure of one who really liked to eat but who didn’t like to gain weight. After the meal, he rose from the table and announced:

“Some meal. They can’t treat me like that. I used to be Groucho Marx.”

The celebrated irreverence for established institutions remained as strong as ever, even when the institution happened to be Groucho himself.

He did much the same thing when, in a restaurant or at home, the bread basket was offered, and he responded disdainfully:

“I’m too rich to eat bread.”

Groucho was proud of his self-made success and of the financial independence it had provided for him and those he cared about. In spite of this, he maintained his irreverent perspective, even toward himself.

“I’m not really that rich,” he explained. “In fact, the way the market’s been acting lately, I may soon be saying, I’m too poor to eat bread.”

The stock market rarely interfered with Groucho’s appetite, though it accounted for numerous sleepless nights after 1929, when his life savings were wiped out. Of his insomnia, he said, “I’m trying to sleep it off. I subtract sheep.”

“I remember when a day-old loaf of pumpernickel cost four cents, which probably dates my childhood somewhere between Marie Antoinette and the invention of the guillotine, the ultimate slicing machine. I have nothing at all against bread, except butter.

“When I say I’m too rich to eat bread, I mean the opposite of what I say, or vice versa. Or better yet, weiss wurst.”

Groucho took his bread very seriously, especially when it was pumpernickel, a constant on his table at home and often in the restaurants he frequented. This pumpernickel was always accompanied by sweet butter, a staple at Groucho’s, “Or heads will roll—I’m master in my house!” Favorite restaurants Chasen’s and the Beverly Hills Hotel kept a private stock of sweet butter for him.

I had brought Groucho a loaf of Zabar’s raisin pumpernickel from New York. “I’d like to be raisin’ pumpernickel,” he commented at dinner. “Want some more?” he asked me. “I don’t think there’s anymore left.” I promised to bring two loaves next time. He shrugged. “It runs into money.”

Groucho’s commitment to pumpernickel and sweet butter went all the way back to the 1890s, when he was a small boy growing up in Yorkville, New York City’s German neighborhood. In Groucho’s family, his father, Sam, wore the toque blanche, while his mother, Minnie, preferred eating to cooking. “Minnie couldn’t make anything except my father,” he recalled.

“She could make bean soup and smoked tongue. She cooked badly. It was good enough to eat. My father was the good cook. He made pies—apple and lemon. It was through his cooking that my mother got plenty of jobs for us.”

Born in Alsace, Sam Marx was known to everyone, even his young sons, as “Frenchie.” As Groucho told it, “My mother spoke German and my father spoke French, but they had six boys anyway.” Frenchie was renowned in Yorkville circles for his culinary triumphs. As an amateur chef of prodigious talent, he whipped up Lucullan feasts to woo recalcitrant theatrical agents, bookers, and anyone else Minnie thought could help “the boys.” If agents or theatre owners didn’t fancy the boys’ act, Minnie fed their fancies, and Frenchie fed them fancily, until they succumbed.

Living with the Marx family in Yorkville was Aunt Hannah. One of Groucho’s earliest, most vivid and most cherished childhood memories was of Aunt Hannah’s clam chowder, which was so memorable that, into his eighties, he could still almost taste it. “Aunt Hannah used the same pot for making clam chowder that she used for doing the laundry,” he recalled. “I think it improved both—both the clam chowder and the pot.”

The taste of a food is a sensory impression so ephemeral that with the passage of time it becomes impossible to recall perfectly. Reminiscing with me about his mother’s bean soup, Groucho said, “I wish I could remember just how it tasted.”

Although Groucho and his brothers were far from rich, they didn’t know it. Heroic portions of beans and chowder were cooked in that huge pot that doubled for washing clothes. Both the food and their shirts were heavy on starch. Sam Marx, whom Groucho described as “the world’s worst tailor,” may not have had much to work with, but he could convert leftovers into what Groucho remembered as “something fit for the gods, assuming there are any left.”

Eating well was a Marx value, and there was an importance placed on enjoying good food. Enthusiastic eaters, the brothers often ate their egg sandwiches on the way to school, then for lunch they had to return home for replacements. After school they were regulars at any neighbors’ apartments from which the aroma of freshly baked cookies wafted forth. Groucho remembered it as a world of iceboxes (“We used to suck on pieces of ice we stole from the ice wagon”), pfeffernüss and cheesecake with raisins, and his father’s apple pies and lemon pies—as well as a world of hiding when the landlord came around to collect the rent.

When Groucho and I went in search of pfeffernüss at Benes, a Los Angeles Czech bakery, the experience brought back memories:

“Where are the samples?” he asked on entering. “In New York when I was young, we used to get cheesecake with raisins or huckleberry pie for only ten cents. An ice-cream soda—a chocolate ice-cream soda—was only a nickel. And you could buy pumpernickel for a nickel, too. But we ate day-old bread that cost four cents. That was how I saved up the seventy cents to take Annie Berger to the movies. But I have no regrets. I loved her madly. I’d do it again.

“Look! Pfeffernüss! When I was a child we used to have those for Christmas.”

Groucho spoke to the German saleslady, giving his order in surprisingly fluent German. Recognizing him, she said, “I didn’t know you understood German, Mr. Marx.”

“I don’t. But I speak it fluently,” he informed her.

As we were leaving the bakery, he noticed a young blond woman seated at one of the tables with a very young baby. “Wie alt?” Groucho asked, and the woman responded, “Drei Wochen.” “Oh,” Groucho said, and left eating his pfeffernüss.

Like pfeffernüss, chocolate was always one of his minor passions. As we passed Mrs. See’s candy store, he confided, “Mrs. See is a wily old girl.” Being a man of will power (which he called “won’t power”) and discipline, he limited himself to only two pieces of chocolate a day. After we had each eaten our two chocolates, he announced, “Well, now I’ve had my two chocolates. There’s nothing to do but wait for tomorrow.”

The temptation of chocolate went back a long time in Groucho’s life:

“When I was five years old and I had blond curls down to here, I went to Germany with my mother. My mother had borrowed money from Sarah Wolfenstein, and then got the three boys together and said, ‘You can either get an express wagon or go to Germany.’ So Harpo took the express wagon, and Chico and I went to Germany. On the boat there was a man who took care of the horses—it was sort of a cattle boat—and they had horses belowdecks, too. He was stuck on my mother, but she wasn’t stuck on him. You can imagine how he smelled!

“On the last night of the voyage, they had a party, but my mother wouldn’t go to the party with this man. So he decided to get revenge. He came up to us with two bars of chocolate, one for Chico and one for me, and he said, ‘Your mother wants to see you at the party. She wants you to go up there naked.’ We would have done anything for a bar of chocolate, so we two kids went up to the party naked. But the man didn’t get what he wanted, because my mother just thought it was funny.”

Groucho would probably still have done almost anything for the right chocolate bar, except get fat. Even though he was quite slim, when his weight went up a couple of pounds, he became displeased with himself. One of the things he liked was to stop during his morning walk for an ice-cream cone. But if he was gaining weight, he didn’t do that, and our walk would then assiduously avoid the sites of temptation. We walked on the other side of the street.

Apart from pleasure and sustenance, food was always an important measure of the quality of life for Groucho, and meals offered a prime occasion for social contacts. He liked to eat well, and he liked to share the experience with his friends, who often joined him as mealtime guests. What was really important to him were people, and meals offered some of the best social opportunities.

“The best food in the world isn’t worth eating unless you have someone you like to eat it with you, and someone to complain to if the toast is burnt. But it’s got to be the right someone.

“I remember in New York when I was young, eating at Horn & Hardart. You’d sit at a table with six strangers. I didn’t like that particularly.”

Groucho’s interest in eating well was also a reaction against the ptomaine-touring days of his early career in vaudeville. Nevertheless, he preferred relatively simple food and was far from preoccupied with eating per se. One of his great favorites was ice cream and saltines, together. “Cuisine,” he would say to me when we ate in an elaborate restaurant, “we used to call it grub.”

At Groucho’s home everything was served on a separate dish. As a result of those vaudeville boardinghouses where the food was all thrown together on one plate, Groucho insisted on the preservation of the separate identity of each thing eaten. “I’m very rich, and I can afford to eat everything on a separate dish,” he announced. Gravies and sauces were served apart. The vegetable was on one plate, the salad on another. Generally, Groucho didn’t even like one-pot cooking, although for clam chowder he made an exception.

Groucho still remembered “as if it was today” the day he and his brothers had fish for Thanksgiving dinner at a New Jersey boardinghouse because they were behind in their rent. Undaunted (Groucho would say “undented”), the Marx Brothers waited until the proprietress was asleep. Then they wended their way to the kitchen and consumed all that was left of the turkey. At his home on Thanksgiving, Groucho served turkey with all of the trimmings imaginable, but never fish for Thanksgiving.

He remembered those days when he spelled heartburn with a capital H “as if it was only a hundred years ago, which it was.”

 

GROUCHO

I want to tell you about Max’s Busy Bee, where I worked. A sandwich was three cents. They used to take it and dip it in some kind of greasy sauce or gravy. Coulda killed ya.

I

Did you eat any of the sandwiches, or did you just serve them?

GROUCHO

I used to eat ’em. I was hungry. I used to have fifteen cents every day for lunch. It was ten cents carfare, and fifteen cents for lunch. That was a quarter. I used to buy cream puffs. They were six for a quarter. One day I ate six of ’em. They weren’t cream puffs, they were charlotte russes. I don’t know if you know them. I don’t see ’em anymore. I don’t think they make ’em. Shaped like this, got cardboard on the outside. On the inside, some kind of dough, and then whipped cream. I ate six of them, and I vomited that day. I used to vomit from Max’s Busy Bee sandwich. I did a lot of vomiting in those days.

 

Although Groucho never ate alone, he was particular about who sat at his table. If you were there, it was because Groucho meant for you to be there. He didn’t like to be “stuck” for such a long period at a meal, or to be put in the position of having to perform for strangers who might have expected one-liners for the appetizer, one-liners for the entree, and one-liners for dessert.

After almost seventy years as a performer—most of these as a highly visible public person—Groucho still felt the tension of being “on” for any kind of performance or public appearance, ranging from a major television appearance to lunch with a few relative strangers.

 

I

Is it only my imagination? I know you don’t like eating with strangers but I can actually feel the tension. And what we’re going to do today isn’t really very important…

GROUCHO

Lunch is a performance. I don’t like eating with strangers. You can’t ever let up, except with a few people.

 

Groucho regularly had guests at his house for lunch and for dinner, or else he was a guest at someone’s house. Often he went out to a restaurant, usually with a guest or two. In restaurants the party frequently consisted not only of those Groucho had brought, but also included the captains, waiters, and busboys as well. On occasion, the diners at neighboring tables also joined the entourage, though peripheral involvements were only for brief intervals. His appearances in restaurants were as likely to disorder the established protocol and leave everyone amused and confused as in A Night at the Opera.

Sidney Sheldon, George Seaton, and other friends of Groucho’s recalled his asking waiters and waitresses, “Do you have frogs’ legs?” George Seaton remembered a tearful waitress who broke down over the question. When I was with Groucho at “21,” he asked owners Jerry Berns and Sheldon Tannen that question. They responded by raising their trouser legs. I asked Groucho what he would do if it turned out that someone he asked really had frogs’ legs. Unhesitatingly he answered, “I’d go to another restaurant.”

Once as we entered the Beverly Hills Hotel restaurant, he handed his coat to the checkroom girl and said, “Have this cleaned and ready by Thursday.”

The maître d’ approached, and Groucho said, “I’d like a cheap table for two.”

Indicating the best table in the house, the maître d’ asked, “Will that table be satisfactory?”

“It’s a lousy table,” Groucho answered.

“But, Mr. Marx, it’s the table you always request.”

“Is that table big enough for four?” Groucho asked.

“Yes, Mr. Marx.”

“Good. We’ll be two.”

“The fish is very good today, Mr. Marx.”

“We won’t have time to eat. Just bring the check.”

On another occasion, as we passed through the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel, Groucho ambled along, picking up a thin slice of pumpernickel from the first table he passed, much to the amusement of the table’s occupants. At the next table he stopped to butter his bread amid surprised and delighted giggles. Farther along he pilfered a radish from another table. At the next table, he buttered his radish. By the time he was seated, the whole mood of the room was one of merriment following his impromptu floor show.

After we were seated, the waiter asked Groucho if he would like an aperitif.

“Vitriol,” Groucho answered.

“I’m sorry, we don’t have any vitriol, Mr. Marx.”

“You don’t have any vitriol? What kind of a restaurant is this?”

After a glass of tomato juice, the clam chowder arrived. One of Groucho’s all-time favorites was clam chowder, which the Beverly Hills Hotel chef would make for him even on days other than Friday, and without salt.

The restaurant was very crowded when Groucho finished and was ready for the main course. He said loudly:

“If I’m not waited on right away, I’ll leave in a huff. Will someone please call me a huff?”

“Look, I only have two hands,” the overwrought waiter said.

“Do you know anybody who has three?” was Groucho’s reply.

“That’s like ‘laughing your head off,’” he explained to me afterward. “What does ‘laugh your head off’ mean? You can’t laugh your head off.”

Following our clam chowder, Groucho ordered a big German-style apple pancake with sour cream. As we finished, the captain returned and asked us what we would like for dessert.

“Do you have any fruit in the kitchen besides the chef?” Groucho said.

Before the nonplussed captain could respond, Groucho continued:

“Have you got any stewed prunes?”

“Yes, Mr. Marx.”

“Well, let ’em go home and sleep it off.”

Knowing that Groucho was a member of “Nescafé society,” having given up coffee, the waiter asked:

“Sanka, Mr. Marx?”

“You’re welcome,” Groucho responded.

After the meal, the captain asked how everything was.

“Everything was all right,” Groucho said, “but tell the chef the food was lousy.”

Then Groucho exited singing “Singin’ in the Rain.”

When leaving restaurants, Groucho frequently stopped and talked to people at the other tables, even if he didn’t know them—especially if he didn’t know them. He understood that he was part of their lives even if they weren’t part of his, and he usually treated each person with courtesy even when he was insulting them. Most of them cherished being insulted by Groucho.

It was rare that Groucho was on the receiving end of an insult. People were reverently respectful toward him. Everywhere, even in Beverly Hills, where he lived and was a familiar figure, he was treated as a supercelebrity, a living myth, the cynosure of all eyes. Wherever he went, there was the ubiquitous “Hi, Groucho!” The room echoed with appreciative recognition; there were whispers of “That’s Groucho Marx.”

“We saw You Bet Your Life last night,” Groucho was told, but he didn’t look overly impressed. “They say it as if they were the only ones who saw me.”

Wherever he was, people came up to him. Groucho was annoyed when they didn’t tell him their names. If he had met them before but only briefly, he preferred that they say “I’m So-and-So, and we met in such-and-such a place.” “I can’t remember everyone,” he explained. Frequently, they introduced themselves and anyone who might be with them.

“I’m Emil Sloop from Danksville, and this is my wife, Gilda. I have a pet shop, and she’s a dental assistant. [He takes out his wallet and shows Groucho a photograph.] This is our son, Rupert. He was only eight when this picture was taken, but he’s fourteen now, and second in his class. When Gilda—that’s Gilda, my wife, here—and I were first married, we used to watch you…” And so on. Needless to say, Groucho could not take just a short walk, because people not only wanted to recognize him, but to be recognized by him.

Everyone knew Groucho but he knew relatively few people. Occasionally, he was approached by someone from the past whom he really did remember, or someone who was associated with one of his films or with You Bet Your Life, who did stir a pleasant memory. And he was always pleased to see an old face—especially if she was a young one.

There was no anonymity and very little privacy for Groucho, but he enjoyed his supercelebrity status. “The time to start worrying is when they stop recognizing you.” He was, therefore, always in character, never disappointing his fans. In one of his more frivolous moods, we strolled through Beverly Hills with Groucho wearing a Harpo wig.

Asked, “How was your day?” Groucho would frequently respond, “I had a good walk.” His feeling was that most of life is “a lot of little things.” The big things you can’t do much about anyway.

“At my age you can’t expect things to get better. You hope they’ll stay the same.”

Groucho’s pace was slower than it once was, his daily walk through Beverly Hills less jaunty, but no less prized. His appreciation of physical well-being had been enhanced by the negative blow of seeing about him so many of his friends becoming much less physically fit than he was.

Groucho’s walk was a social experience, and almost a professional appearance, during which he greeted and was greeted by his public. This produced a constant reaffirmation of the recognition which had been his reward for being Groucho Marx. “I can’t walk as fast as you can,” he told me, “but you can’t walk as slow as I can.”

I told Groucho that I was impressed by the response of construction workers calling down to him from their lofty steel precipice, by teenage girls rushing up to him, by the garbage truck that screeched to a stop so the driver could salute Groucho, and by the waitress who spilled the soup (fortunately not on us) in her glee at serving him. Just as I was speaking, a gardener who was watering the lawn we were passing hosed our feet. Groucho looked down at our soaked shoes and the immense puddle we suddenly found ourselves standing in, and said, “Yeah.” Meanwhile the gardener had fled.

Talking later that day with Goddard Lieberson about the incidents of our walk, Groucho referred to the Southern California emphasis on the automobile: “Anyone who walks in Beverly Hills is a celebrity.”

 

When he went to places like Chasen’s and the Beverly Hills Hotel, Groucho was treated with restrained affection and somewhat shielded from mass adulation. Sometimes, though, his food did get cold while he signed autographs or greeted those who came over to say, “Hi, Groucho. Stay well!” After they had passed he would say, “Yeah, I’ll try.”

There was one kind of autograph hunter who would present a little scrap of paper for a signature. Groucho wouldn’t really feel like stopping, but he would be prevailed upon to sign it. He would start to write “Groucho.” Then the person would say, “To Billy. Could you please make that ‘To Billy.’” So he would start to write “To Billy.” “No, with an ie,” the person would say. Groucho would make an ie over the y. “To Billie Jo. Could you please make that ‘To Billie Jo.’ That’s ‘Jo’ without an e.” He would start to write again, and the person would say, “Kempner. ‘To Billie Jo Kempner.’ That’s spelled K-E-M-P-N-E-R.” And so on. They usually would have some other ideas about what they wanted on the little scrap of paper, but by this time they would be lucky if they even got Groucho to sign his name. When the next person said, “Would you please write ‘To Harold,’” Groucho would sign his name and say, “You write ‘To Harold.’” After several such encounters, Groucho told me, “It’s no wonder they usually say the autograph is for someone else.”

Groucho drew the line at signing Kleenex when it was occasionally presented, especially if it was used.

At Nate ’n’ Al’s Delicatessen a man came up to our table with a big smile and said, “Hi, Groucho. You remember me?”

Groucho didn’t, so the man introduced himself.

“Don’t you remember, Groucho, I was in the audience of You Bet Your Life the second year that you did it? I wasn’t on your show, but I raised my hand, and I was almost on the show. I just wanted to come over and say hello. I’m here with my wife and couple of people. I wanted to say hello.”

There was still no response.

“I wanted to say how good it is to see you, Groucho, and stay well, Groucho, and we’re all pulling for you. It’s really good to see you again, Groucho. And…I’m glad to see you, Groucho…and, well, uh…see you, Groucho…”

He backed away, as though from a royal audience.

“Nice conversation,” Groucho commented after the man had left.

At Chasen’s one night, Groucho had just been served his favorite banana shortcake, when a captain hesitantly approached to tell him that a lady at a nearby table was celebrating a birthday and desperately wanted his autograph. The banana shortcake was the pièce de résistance of the meal for Groucho, who was just about to devour it impetuously. Nonetheless, he left it, staking out his claim first: “Forks will be crossed if this shortcake is any shorter when I get back!” Then, going to the woman’s table, he sang “Happy Birthday.” The birthday lady responded ecstatically, and Groucho returned to his banana shortcake.

When Groucho entered Chasen’s, he would come face-to-face with a picture of himself on the wall inside the entrance. There was also a picture of the late Dave Chasen, himself a former vaudeville performer.

Groucho greeted Maude Chasen with, “Is the food good here?” after which he was led to the best table in the house.

“Would you prefer a larger table?” she asked.

“A larger table and smaller food,” Groucho answered.

After we were seated Groucho looked up from the menu and said, “I remember when I started coming here. I used to look first at the prices.

“Did I ever tell you when we had just started to be successful, Harpo and I went to a fancy restaurant in Oklahoma City? They gave a long menu to Harpo, and he looked at it and said, ‘Yes, and a cup of coffee.’ So we had everything on the menu. And a cup of coffee.”

Most of the people who came to Groucho’s house were in show business because these were the people toward whom he felt the greatest affinity and with whom he was happiest, most comfortable, and best entertained. The bond between them was comparable to the bond that exists between circus performers. A community of interest exists between the bareback rider, the clown, the lion tamer, and the high-wire artist, even though they all ostensibly do quite different things. There is that same bond between the fat lady, the smallest man in the world, and the snakeskin girl. At Groucho’s, the fame of the show business guests varied greatly, but that wasn’t important; what mattered was that one and all they understood the drive of the sword swallower who stands up there alone, literally and figuratively prepared to cut his throat for that moment of applause.

Marvin Hamlisch, who was Groucho’s pianist in concert appearances before he won his own three Oscars, summed it up one night at Groucho’s:

“Listen, the minute you get me onstage, it’s like I want to stay there! Forever! I’d like to do a telethon where you don’t get paid or anything—you just go on forever and forever saying ‘Thank you’ and performing.”

Morgan Ames, who also played the piano for Groucho, told this story:

“We did this benefit one time, and I was playing for Groucho. It was at the house of a Beverly Hills lady. Very hoity-toity. Much of ‘How do you do, Mr. Marx, this is my husband who used to work for…’ etc., etc. We were sitting there, and at one point Groucho got a twinkle in his eye. I could sense a minor outrage coming. He leaned over and said to me, quite audibly, ‘You know, in my whole life I’ve never been comfortable with anybody who wasn’t in show business.’ End of remark. And I think that’s quite true of him.”

When performers like George Burns, Bill Cosby, Milton Berle, or George Jessel gathered at Groucho’s table, there was certain to be amusing (and competitive) conversation. While Groucho would contribute an occasional pithy bon mot, he was quite content to let his guests carry the conversation. He didn’t particularly like to have to talk a lot while eating. And he didn’t like to be asked questions that required long answers from him during meals. If asked a question requiring a lengthy answer, he usually said, “I’m eating.”

Sometimes at meals, Groucho was in a pensive mood or just a quiet one. His silences could be very silent indeed. He was not afraid of long pauses in the conversation, and he had no need to fill in those pauses, though others may have felt uneasy.

Always a generous host, Groucho had two giant refrigerators that were always crammed with delicacies from Jurgensen’s, his favorite Beverly Hills food store. While not one to dismiss a modern convenience, Groucho did lament the disappearance of the icebox, which long ago had provided him with some of his best material, jokewise, if not necessarily foodwise. “Refrigerators aren’t funny,” he advised me.

“We used to get big laughs on icebox stories,” he said, remembering vaudeville days. “But who would understand now about the tray you had to use to catch the dripping water? When I was young, which was about a hundred years ago, there were no refrigerators. There were no airplanes, no automobiles, no radio, and no television. There was practically nothing.

“Well, anyhow, they used to sell ice on the street in those days. The ice wagon would come around, and for twenty-five cents you would get so much ice. When the iceman went up to deliver to somebody, we boys would jump on the ice wagon and eat the ice in the summer. So, one day he was delivering ice, and this woman who lived on the fourth floor called down to the iceman that she wanted twenty-five cents’ worth of ice. He called back to her, ‘I don’t know what floor you’re on. Tell me your floor and I will deliver the ice.’ She says, ‘Four Q,’ and he says, ‘Fork you, too, madam.’

“That’s not a made-up story,” Groucho added.

Groucho, who always preferred to pick up the check, recalled a friend who did not:

“Al Boasberg was very stingy. We used to eat lunch every day at M-G-M. It’d be Kaufman, Morrie Ryskind and the boys, and Boasberg. Then we’d toss for the check. Boasberg lost one day and had to pay the check, and he never showed up for lunch again at the studio restaurant. He would get hamburgers and hot dogs at the lunch wagon.

“But he wasn’t stingy on Christmas. Then, he would get all the actors who were out of work, and invite them to his house, and buy them dinner, and give them shirts and ties and things like that. He was great. I miss him.

“I was on the bill with another fellow on the Orpheum Circuit, and he would never eat in a good restaurant. He’d always go to a place where he could eat a whole dinner for seventy-five cents. Eventually he died from eating in those joints because the food was so terrible.”

Although Groucho gave a glittering party on the occasion of winning his Oscar, he told me that he didn’t like to go to big parties anymore.

“I don’t drink. I don’t smoke. I just stand around sober.”

On doctor’s orders Groucho had given up the cigars that were his trademark, as well as all alcoholic beverages. He never did drink very much. “I only got drunk once in my life,” he recalled, “and that was in Jamaica drinking those sweet rum drinks.” The occasional Cinzano which he used to drink before dinner was replaced by salt-free tomato juice. One evening while drinking a second tomato juice aperitif, Groucho observed, “I’m drinking this like there’s no yesterday.” He was reminded of his father’s wine. “You never tasted anything like the wine my father used to make. In New York my father used to make wine in the cellar. It was during Prohibition, and he decided that since he was a Frenchman, he’d make some wine. We lived across the street from where there was a sewer, and the rats used to come out of the sewer and go into the cellar. And that was where my father was making the wine. It was a real rathskeller. One night there was a tremendous explosion. It was like an earthquake. The wine had exploded in the cellar and killed all the rats! We never had any rats after that. And we never had any wine, either.”

About smoking Groucho was like a reformed alcoholic who has given up drinking and joined the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. “One day my doctor said, ‘Stop smoking,’ and I did.” Jack Nicholson, cigarette in hand, knew the lecture by heart.

 

GROUCHO

Why don’t you give up smoking?

JACK NICHOLSON

I did. I gave it up ten years ago.

GROUCHO

You don’t look like you gave it up. (Jack was chain-smoking)

JACK NICHOLSON

I started again two years ago. I’m going to be on a boat for ten days, on Sam Spiegel’s yacht. Maybe I can do it then.

GROUCHO

You mean (Raising his eyebrows) S. P. Eagle? (Mention of producer Sam Spiegel often elicited this response from Groucho)

 

Groucho told me about T. S. Eliot requesting a photograph and then sending it back because it didn’t show Groucho smoking a cigar. Groucho sent the cigar-smoking photo, and they became good friends. Winston Churchill’s daughter once gave him some cigars, and Groucho asked her, “What do you know about cigars?”

“I smoke them,” she said. “I smoke them with my father. We used to have competitions to see who could have the longest ash.”

Groucho’s barroom, filled with Marx Brothers memorabilia, was just off the dining room, and was where guests used to congregate in the half hour before meals. After Groucho began abstaining from both alcohol and tobacco, they usually went directly to the dining-room table.

Cook-watching became a popular sport at Groucho’s soirées when Robin Heaney joined the Marx ménage to become, as Groucho described her, “the only cook I ever kissed.” Groucho told me that on seeing Robin in the kitchen, Jack Nicholson had asked him, “Where do you get one of those things?” Tall, slim, young, and blond, she was not scullery typecast, and guests always asked in disbelief, “Is she really your cook?!” Robin was mistress of what Groucho referred to as “la Belle Kitchen.” Sometimes when Groucho was invited out to lunch in a restaurant, he took Robin along with him, introducing her as his cook. This was usually received as a joke.

A college graduate, Robin always wanted to cook, preferably elaborate specialties for large numbers of people, but she found her career hampered by her appearance. Few wives were willing to install her in their kitchens. Groucho rarely went into his kitchen, but he was concerned with what came out, and he assiduously clipped recipes from the Sunday New York Times. Although Groucho didn’t think of himself as a gourmet and “salt-free” is hardly an Escoffier-like admonition, Robin found working for him a challenge—a purely culinary challenge, since he had announced his retirement where girls were concerned. “Now I only look,” he told me.

Robin decorated his kitchen with her presence and his table with repasts like curry sauce and vegetables, cream cheese balls, rolled veal stuffed with dried fruit, broccoli, tomato stuffed with spinach soufflé, mushrooms stuffed with sausage, vegetable-fruit-nut salad, and fresh papaya halves with strawberries and cream for dessert. Frequently, Robin walked around barefoot, and sometimes even served that way. When Groucho went to New York, he brought her along to cook in his Sherry Netherland Hotel suite. Her dress was informal. She wore a T-shirt with a large open mouth across the front of it. As she breathed, the heaving of her bust made it look as if the mouth were laughing.

 

Before Robin, Groucho had two black cooks. Martha, who was with him for many years, had as a specialty a fruitcake that she baked and aged for Christmas. Another specialty was “Sidney Sheldon Soup,” a meal in itself, consisting of boiled beef and vegetables, and named for a frequent dinner guest. When Martha was cooking for Groucho, a typical meal would have been carrot salad, ground meat and peas with mashed potatoes, and raspberries with a creamy topping.

Before Martha there was Sarah, about whom Groucho told this story:

“Sarah was a very attractive colored woman who never married. One day I said to her, ‘Why didn’t you ever get married? You’re a good-looking dame. You must have had a lot of men after you.’ And she said, ‘I would say, in Dallas I was very well known.’”

He paused after telling this story, as if to enjoy the imagery evoked.

Groucho always ate so slowly that those who ate with him for the first time were often dismayed when they realized that they had finished virtually everything on their plates while Groucho’s plate was still nearly full. To cover their embarrassment at seeming to have ravenously gulped their meals, they nervously nibbled as slowly as possible on whatever crumbs they had left. They accepted with alacrity second helpings, even thirds, not wishing to leave Groucho the lone eater.

Eventually, however, they conceded defeat, laying down their forks and just waiting for Groucho to finish. The whole procedure was often lengthened by Robin’s extra-crunchy salad, which Groucho devoured down to the last nut and seed even though health food per se didn’t interest him. During one of our first dinners together, I finished eating after he did. This wasn’t missed by Groucho, who commented, “She can stay. I may keep her here permanently.”

Groucho lived alone until after a serious illness at eighty-three, a round-the-clock shift of nurses joined the cast at Groucho’s. Young and attractive, they often seemed more like starlets cast to play nurses. While bemoaning that he couldn’t make a vice out of necessity, he came to enjoy their companionship and the role he played in their lives. He enjoyed the obvious pride and pleasure they took from the job with Groucho Marx. Donna, one of these young nurses, described her mornings with him:

“Groucho has everything timed out so cute. He gets up in the morning at seven o’clock and takes a shower. Then he gets back into bed and reads his paper until eight-thirty. At eight-thirty he gets his messages, and at nine o’clock he eats breakfast. Then, after breakfast, he gets up and brushes his teeth and shaves, and if he doesn’t have to do anything, he gets back in bed and finishes reading the paper. He has a set time for everything.”

Breakfast for Groucho consisted of freshly squeezed orange juice, soft-boiled eggs, and decaffeinated coffee. This was all prepared by the Guatemalan maid, Ora, who would arrive just before nine o’clock.

Occasionally an early-rising friend would drop by to join him for breakfast. Elliott Gould, who sometimes rose with the sun, might come by when he wasn’t working on a film, but it was strictly for Groucho’s company, since Elliott’s favorite kind of breakfast wasn’t on the menu—an egg salad sandwich with a milk shake.

Elliott told Groucho that he had met Zeppo for the first time at Groucho’s Oscar-warming party.

“He let me get in front of him at the buffet,” Elliott said.

“Zeppo always was very polite, unless he was hungry,” Groucho confirmed.

Lunch was always at one o’clock even when Groucho went out for lunch. He used to go to Hillcrest, his club, for lunch with George Jessel, George Burns, Jack Benny, writer Irving Brecher, or banker Al Hart. The regulars referred to their group as “the Roundtable.” In later years, however, Groucho usually had lunch at home, often with a guest.

Hillcrest Country Club undoubtedly missed Groucho’s daily visits, but on the occasions he did show up for lunch, he usually made up for lost pandemonium. Erin Fleming, his secretary–business manager–companion, and I were with him on one such occasion:

 

ERIN

What are you going to order, Groucho?

GROUCHO

I would like to have sockeyed salmon.

ERIN

I thought you said popeyed salmon?

GROUCHO

I did. I was cockeyed when I said it. (To waiter) You say there’s no salt in that cockeyed salmon?

WAITER

Yes, Mr. Marx.

GROUCHO

I’ll have that and cold borscht. But no salt. I’d have a breast of turkey, but it sounds so sexual. (Reading) “Sales tax will be added to retail price on all taxable items.” So, remember that, girls. Don’t go overboard. ’Cause I’m not made of money. (To waiter) I still want the borscht and I will have cottage cheese, sour cream, fruit, and buttermilk. And see what the boys in the back room’ll have. (To Erin) Don’t you like borscht?

ERIN

No, and I don’t like buttermilk, either.

GROUCHO

What else can a cow give but her milk?

ERIN

Groucho, do you want apple or strawberry pie for dessert?

GROUCHO

“Apple pie for me. Because I’m an American. Strawberry is for fags.” (He was referring to the line of the comic homosexual in the Marx Brothers’ Fun in Hi Skule vaudeville act who always insisted on strawberry pie)

Sunday brunch at Hillcrest Country Club was a special event for members, an effective antidote for Sunday terminal boredom. The buffet usually included matzo brie, lox, cream cheese and bagels, as well as the conventional items.

After lunch at home, Groucho sometimes adjourned to the living room to crack nuts from a big wooden bowl. But he didn’t use the cradle of the telephone to crack them as he did in Horse Feathers, settling instead for a more conventional nutcracker.

Dinner was de rigueur at seven o’clock, and usually with guests. Even if Groucho went out to a supper after a film premiere or to a late buffet party, he always had his dinner at home at seven o’clock, not gambling on the late fare, especially after salt-free fare became mandatory.

On being asked, “Are you having Billy Wilder for dinner?” Groucho wore an expression of mock shock. “I’m surprised at you,” he admonished any grammatical offender. “Are we going to eat him?” Groucho always had people to dinner.

 

GROUCHO

You know about the oysters who were invited for dinner?

I

I believe it was for a picnic. But it’s too sad. I try not to think about it.

GROUCHO

You seem like an Alice in Wonderland person…

I

Of course. So do you.

GROUCHO

I’m gonna tell you something else he [Lewis Carroll] wrote: “He thought he saw an elephant that practiced on a fife. He looked again and found it was a letter from his wife.” That’s good.

 

A dinner party at Groucho’s, on any given night, might have included Sidney Sheldon, Mae West, Dinah Shore, Mike Nichols (who sometimes brought his baby, Max), George Jessel, Elliott Gould, Jack Lemmon, Walter Matthau, Edgar Bergen, George Burns, George Seaton, Buddy Hackett, Dick Cavett, or Goddard Lieberson. Groucho expected everyone to be on time.

Besides the usual impromptu entertainment by the guests, Groucho sometimes showed a film, such as Animal Crackers, or the Jack Benny parody of You Bet Your Life, or The Mikado, with Groucho as Ko-Ko, the Lord High Executioner.

While I was staying at Groucho’s house, he asked me to call Edgar Bergen and invite him to dinner. I asked if I could invite Charlie Mc-Carthy and Mortimer Snerd, too. Groucho said, “No, maybe he won’t like it. That’s how he makes his living. He might think he has to come over here to work. Tell him we’ll serve him a hock-hock and a roll. That’s a frankfurter. I used to pay three cents for one.”

Parties at Groucho’s house started early enough to end before eleven o’clock, especially when You Bet Your Life was on, because Groucho didn’t want to miss it. If the party lasted longer than expected, just before the program came on, he would announce, “The pâté is over,” and retire to his bedroom, where he watched it with only his closest friends. Groucho played the game along with the contestants, and was pleased when he guessed all of the answers correctly. He would call out “Richard Lovelace” in answer to what seventeenth-century poet wrote, “Stone walls do not a prison make.” He knew or remembered the answer to virtually every question. Enormously fond of You Bet Your Life, he told me, “It was some of the best stuff I ever did. I really had to think. I never worked so hard.”

During the reruns of You Bet Your Life Groucho received a lot of fan mail from viewers. Each day Groucho, with the help of Steve Stoliar, who had organized the CRAC Committee at UCLA that helped bring about the rerelease of Animal Crackers, went through the piles of mail that came in, checking the return addresses for known names. One of these was an Italian lady named Bettina Consolo, who appeared three times on the show. Groucho, very pleased, showed me her card. “She always writes, ‘God Bless You.’ Only that.”

After You Bet Your Life, Groucho often enjoyed his favorite indulgence, one that his mother had also enjoyed: nurse Happy tickled his feet.

At Eric Ross’s men’s clothing store in Beverly Hills, some people from Kansas came up to Groucho to tell him how much they enjoyed watching You Bet Your Life. They had just seen a show with a contestant they said was “so dumb” they couldn’t believe it.

“They’re all dumb,” Groucho told them. “That’s why they’re on the show. Why do you think I’m on the show?”

Groucho usually watched You Bet Your Life from bed in pajamas. During his show he rarely smiled, watched raptly, seriously. A discriminating viewer, he carefully studied TV Guide beforehand to make his selections. Early arrival at the TV set was a must, for he insisted on seeing programs from the beginning to the end. Then the set was switched off. He never just left it on after a program was over.

His attitude toward TV was far from being casual. It was actually closer to the respect many people feel for the legitimate theatre. Groucho sincerely believed that all the entertainment media of the past—theatre, radio, and the movies—were summed up in television, “right in that box.” He appreciated that “being entertaining is hard work.”

 

The choice of topics discussed at Groucho’s during mealtimes was unpredictable. One day, at lunch with nurse Donna, the conversation turned to hamsters in general, and Donna’s in particular:

 

GROUCHO

What do you hear from your hamsters?

NURSE DONNA

Just chewing all night long. I haven’t slept for nights, ever since they got loose in the house. I’ve put out food to catch them, but they eat the food and get away.

GROUCHO

Hamsters can be pretty wily, like the Six Flying Hamsters.

I

Were the Six Flying Hamsters like Swayne’s Rats and Cats?

GROUCHO

Nothing was like Swayne’s Rats and Cats.

I

Are you going to tell us about the Six Flying Hamsters?

GROUCHO

Yeah. The Six Flying Hamsters was one of the most famous acts in show business. They did a flying act. They played all over the world. In Paris they were a great hit, and ate the cheese—the soft cheese, not the hard cheese—and wine. In China they learned to eat with chopsticks, and did their act in Chinese. In New York they played the Palace, and Variety said they were “socko.” They were the biggest, and they were impossible to follow. Nobody could follow them. They were next to last on the bill, and there were some acrobats after them, but they couldn’t follow the Six Flying Hamsters. They used to do three shows a day. At the end of their act, they’d fly out, but they were always back for the next show. The act lasted about forty minutes.

I

What could they do for an encore?

GROUCHO

For an encore one of them sang. She sang “Josephine in Her Flying Machine.” Just that one song. The act died when the female committed suicide. She was hopelessly in love with one of the males, Irving Hamster. You see, he was the only Jew of all the Hamsters. The female Hamster was the one who smoked the cigar. She always smoked it. It ruined her throat, but she smoked it anyway. The Six Flying Hamsters was a very important act. They were the headliners. E. F. Albee, the head of the United Booking Office, said it was one of the greatest acts he’d ever seen. And he hadn’t seen many acts. They don’t have acts like that anymore. Too expensive. They got paid in zlotys. They’d be around yet, but the price of oil got so high they couldn’t afford to travel anymore. They had very few contract problems because they had a very good agent. He was a beaver. Before that their agent was S. P. Eagle.

 

I

I never heard of an act like that before.

GROUCHO

(With a twinkle in his eye) There isn’t that kind of talent around anymore.

 

When Richard Adams came to the United States in 1974 on a tour to promote his best-selling book, Watership Down, he had one request to make of his publishers: He wanted to meet Groucho Marx. Groucho was approached, and one afternoon he, Erin, and I had lunch with Richard Adams, his wife, and their daughter at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. Richard Adams was there waiting, and he was totally prepared for the visit. He was more familiar with the specifics of Groucho’s films than Groucho, having seen some of them more recently than Groucho had, and perhaps more times. His approach was also more analytical and more detailed than Groucho’s, whose approach was always more intuitive and more pragmatic. Asked about some specific bit, Groucho would say, “I never analyzed it.” Adams was highly articulate in his discussion of the films, especially the first five Paramount films, and Groucho was clearly pleased by the respect of this intelligent and successful fan. Groucho, however, failed to appreciate Adams’s criticism of Room Service. Richard Adams also unwittingly produced copies of The Marx Brothers Scrapbook. At that very moment, Groucho was embroiled in a costly legal action over that book. Richard Adams’s daughter was sent next door to Brentano’s in quest of something else to autograph. She returned with a copy of Groucho and Me, and Groucho wrote in the book, “To a very Bunny Man.” Adams had brought a copy of his own book, which he gave Groucho.

As we were finishing the appetizer course, we were greeted by French Consul General Jacques Roux, who had arrived to eat lunch and who had been a visitor with his wife and Henri Langlois of the Cinémathèque Française at Groucho’s house. Groucho said, “Hi, General.” Sometime later, after a leisurely European-style lunch, Monsieur Roux nodded to us as he departed. Groucho was just finishing his entree, carefully working on the last forkful, meticulously dissecting it into two forkfuls under the nervous gaze of the waiter. Disbelievingly, he had been trying to seize Groucho’s plate for more than half an hour, laboring under the delusion that he had finished, simply because no one could possibly eat that slowly. But Groucho defended his plate, and may indeed have increased his slowness. It was a long, long lunch.

At the end of the day Groucho was still mulling over what Richard Adams had said:

 

GROUCHO

He said he didn’t like Room Service. Did you hear what he said?

I

Of course, but I also heard him say how much he admired just about everything you did, and it was certainly clear how much he respects you. Besides, you told me that you weren’t that enchanted yourself by Room Service.

GROUCHO

I can say it. (Raising his eyebrows for me) I wasn’t going to let him say it.

 

One of Groucho’s virtues was that he usually recognized when he was being unreasonable—even though that insight didn’t make him any more reasonable.

A year after the fact, Richard Adams, discussing the event with Newsweek, told them how furious his publishers were with him when he refused to terminate a long lunch with Groucho Marx in order to plug his own book at a previously scheduled appearance on a television show.

“…It would have been dishonorable and ungentlemanly to leave the hotel before Groucho, the greatest comedian of the century. If I’d walked out on Groucho Marx to go on some moneymaking affair of my own, I wouldn’t have had any self-respect left.”

 

Groucho made his own brand of fun. At a tea party with a group of socially prominent and proper ladies to plan his appearance for charity at an affair called “A Day at the Races,” the conversation remained on an elevated plane. The ladies conversed in well-modulated tones until Groucho interrupted with: “I’ve got to take a leak. There’s one thing that’s true: no matter how rich you are, sometimes you have to take a leak.”

“The ladies really broke up over this,” Erin commented. “The whole atmosphere relaxed, and a great deal more was accomplished.”

There were frequent visits to charitable groups that were planning to raise money through Groucho. I once asked him if he minded being so exploited by everyone for something, and if it ever made him feel the way a beautiful girl feels. He answered, “No—to both questions.”

Groucho admitted to me that “big parties were never exactly my glass of tea,” but he continued to turn out for a few anyway. His appearance at any Hollywood party was often the scene-stealing event. Irwin Allen, who produced some of Groucho’s pictures, rediscovered this when he gave a party for the Hollywood premiere of his Towering Inferno at the Beverly Hilton Hotel. Many celebrities were there, including William Holden, Henry Fonda, Fred Astaire, and Jennifer Jones, but the picture in the papers the next day was of Groucho dancing with Red Buttons.

Groucho had first asked Fred Astaire, who declined to dance with him. Next, he asked Red Buttons, who was sitting nearby, and who leaped to his feet. Strobe lights started flashing as reporters gathered around Groucho and Red Buttons, who made the most striking couple on the floor.

When the photographers were satisfied, Groucho relinquished Red, who danced with his wife, Alicia, while Groucho danced with me. I was surprised to find that the same person whose walk at eighty-four was no longer always steady was still a graceful and professional dancer who not only looked good on the dance floor, but who could make his partner look good.

Groucho liked to dine out with friends, but because of his salt-free diet, he found it a bit complicated. This didn’t stop him, though, so when Elliott Gould and George Segal suggested a Beverly Hills Chinese restaurant called Mr. Chow, Groucho accepted in a Chinese accent. The group consisted of Groucho, Erin, Elliott and his wife Jennifer, George and his wife Marion, and me.

At the restaurant the first blow was struck when Groucho announced he couldn’t eat anything with salt in it. Next, George and Marion Segal declined anything with monosodium glutamate in it because they suspected that they had been poisoned elsewhere a few nights earlier by this chemical additive. Elliott Gould told the waiter, “No food, just seven glasses of water.”

Eventually they compromised by ordering everything on the menu, just as Harpo had done many years earlier. The meal included such varied delicacies as fried seaweed, Peking duck, and assorted Chinese entrees. Groucho had never eaten with chopsticks, but when he saw mine, he couldn’t resist trying them himself. Even in his eighties he was ready to experiment. Being a quick study, he used his chopsticks with considerable dexterity throughout the whole long meal.

When actress Michelle Phillips invited Groucho to a dinner in his honor, all of the other guests would be beautiful young women, she promised—a promise kept. A few nights later, he and I arrived at the Summit Ridge site of the party. We were a little early, and the door was slightly ajar. Groucho pushed the door the rest of the way. Just inside, deep in concentration arranging the table, was a young lady unclad only in a towel. Seeing Groucho, she screamed, which he didn’t take personally. Then she dashed for the stairs, covering her confusion as she fled. A little later she reappeared coiffed and composed and fully dressed, wearing a perfectly see-through top.

Michelle appeared with her daughter, Chynna, and Michelle played the piano and sang for Groucho, who was sharing some avocado dip with actress Helena Kallianiotes. Groucho enjoyed his unique position with “these lovely young things” until photographer Harry Benson arrived with his camera to be the only other man present and to immortalize the moment for People magazine.

Despite the inevitable insults Groucho was a desirable guest. Jorja Sheldon (who had been actress Jorja Curtright) had been at the receiving end of Grouchoesque humor since her marriage more than twenty years ago to writer Sidney Sheldon, one of Groucho’s closest friends. But Groucho never joked about Jorja’s talent as an actress. “She was a good actress,” he always said, an accolade he took very seriously.

When Jorja first entertained Groucho, she was anxious to make a good impression as a hostess, and she offered him a drink from their well-stocked bar. He asked for Bushmill, the only thing they didn’t have. Only mildly shattered, she was prepared for his next visit:

 

JORJA SHELDON

Will you have some Bushmill, Grouch?

GROUCHO

I never drink Bushmill. I’ll have a Campari.

 

When Groucho next visited them, Jorja was ready.

JORJA SHELDON

I’ll fix a Campari for you, Grouch.

GROUCHO

No, thanks. I’ll have some aquavit.

 

And so it went through the years, and the Sheldons built up their bar with assorted liquors no one ever drank, especially Groucho.

“But now,” Jorja said, “Groucho has mellowed; he’s even sweet. When Groucho gave up drinking, I offered him a glass of tomato juice, and I waited…for him to ask for orange juice, but it didn’t happen. Groucho has mellowed.”

Sidney and Jorja once took Groucho to a restaurant they liked, Jack’s at the Beach. Sidney told me about their entrance:

“Jack was still alive then, and he was really thrilled to have Groucho there, making a tremendous fuss over him. Jack went on like that, and after a while Groucho said, ‘Jack, stop groveling!’”

The Sheldons’ collective heart sank; they knew Groucho really meant it. Sidney understood the extent to which Groucho’s humor is based on telling the truth. They had visions of never being able to return to the place. But everybody laughed, including Jack. Groucho’s voice accompanying an insult was like Picasso’s signature on a drawing. Sidney observed, “Even when Groucho wanted to insult someone, he couldn’t, because no one would take the insult seriously.”

At one Sunday brunch, Jorja had spent the morning on a matzo brie, an omelet with lox, and toasted bagels. She and daughter Mary, Groucho’s goddaughter, carefully arranged the food on lovely china. The silver was shimmering, the linen was crisp, and Groucho had arrived about twenty minutes before. Groucho, Sidney, Marty and Frenchy Allen, Erin, and I were sitting in the living room when Jorja announced triumphantly, “Brunch is served.”

Groucho looked up and said, “It’s about time.”

Dorris Bowdon Johnson, the wife of Nunnally Johnson, a former actress who played in The Grapes of Wrath, also learned to accept Groucho without taking exception. Groucho often visited Nunnally, whose friendship went back to when he worked in New York and lived in Great Neck, as did Nunnally. We were at the Johnsons’ home when Groucho asked Dorris for some milk, so she brought him a glass of milk. He drank it and asked for another glass of milk. He drank that glass as well. Then, as he was leaving, he turned to Dorris and said, “That’s the lousiest milk I ever had.”

One afternoon we found Lauren Bacall having tea at the Johnsons’. Groucho invited her to come over to his house.

 

GROUCHO

Why don’t you come over to dinner, Betty?

LAUREN BACALL

Are you entertaining?

GROUCHO

Not very.

 

Groucho ate dinner only once at director George Cukor’s home, but it was a memorable occasion—for George Cukor:

“Olivia de Havilland came from Paris on one of her frequent trips here—she lived in Paris—and I asked her for dinner. She said, ‘May I bring someone?’ I said, ‘Yes, of course, Olivia,’ and she said, ‘I’d like to bring Groucho Marx.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I never knew he was a beau of yours!’

“Then they came, and he was very, very funny and very charming. But during dinner I had a tablecloth that was rather grand on the table, and little unshaded candles in little open holders. We had dinner, and Groucho was very funny throughout. Then we left the dining room, and Groucho remained. He was dazzling some girl, and he was talking and talking, and they remained after the rest of us had left. Then he came and joined us in the other room.

“Theodore, the temporary butler who serves at all these parties, came in a few minutes later, rather pale and shaken. ‘There’s been a little fire in the dining room.’ He said that when Groucho got up, being absolutely gallant, you know, he just tossed his napkin on the table, as we all do. But he didn’t reckon that it would catch fire, and it caught fire, and there was nobody in the dining room.

“By the time they came to undo the table, the whole table was blazing. Fortunately there was a very heavy mat under the tablecloth, so that was that. There was no damage except the cloth, which was ruined. Nothing else happened, but if they hadn’t come in, it would have taken off. I never used that kind of candleholder again.

“That happened years ago, and I never told Groucho. You said you told him, and he was unmindful that he had committed any arson or anything like that, because it was a very lighthearted evening.”

On those rare occasions that Groucho went to a nightclub, he often became the featured attraction. One night out on the town with Elliott Gould, George Segal, and their wives, Groucho was persuaded to visit a place called The Speakeasy on Sunset Strip.

The place was packed when we arrived, and there didn’t seem to be room enough left for “even one more sardine.” Groucho suggested, “This is the kind of nightclub you should go to during the day.” When the young people there saw who was trying to get in, they were respectfully ecstatic. “Hi, Groucho!” “Look, it’s Groucho!” resounded throughout the neo-Twenties atmosphere.

Immediately some people got up from their tables and offered them to Groucho. The crowd of young people parted to form a path through which we could pass. They found room where there was no room. Groucho took it all in stride, smiling and wondering what he was doing there.

“It’s like being in a hookshop,” he observed.

 

Groucho used to go to Palm Springs to see Gummo and Zeppo, and occasionally Gummo or Zeppo would drive to Beverly Hills to have dinner with him. Just before Christmas, a year before Gummo’s death, Groucho decided that we would go to have dinner with his brothers, a trip involving more than five hours of driving back and forth, but he took that right in stride. As Martha, then his cook, put it, “He doesn’t worry about it, he just does it.”

Nurse Donna accompanied us. The driver of the limousine Groucho hired turned out to be a young man from England named Leonard, a good start, as far as Groucho was concerned. (“I had a brother named Leonard.”) During the trip there, Groucho said that he didn’t think he would be happy living in Palm Springs.

“I don’t play golf or tennis or swim, so what would I do? I lived in Palm Springs for eleven years, but I didn’t know any better. I brought Ben Hecht to Palm Springs once, and he looked around and said, ‘There’s nothing here but a lot of fat, old, sunburned Jews.’”

The trip to Palm Springs took three hours, and when we arrived, right on schedule, Zeppo, Gummo, and Gummo’s wife, Helen, were waiting to meet us. Gummo was still married to his first and only wife, something which Groucho greatly respected. When Gummo started to give our chauffeur some money to go and have his dinner, Groucho insisted that Leonard come with us and join the party.

Zeppo, on seeing me (I’d been to Palm Springs before to visit with Zeppo and Gummo at Tamarisk Country Club), exclaimed to Gummo, “Look, here’s the good writer again.” But he told me, “I’m all played out. You won’t get much from me, honey. I’m tired of all this. That’s why I got out.”

Although Zeppo was then in his seventies, he looked much younger. He had fair hair, and his voice sounded as it did in the Paramount comedies. He told me that he was always “a very shy person,” but I didn’t know if I should completely believe him, because he had his hand on my knee at the time.

Zeppo went on to say that he had been “nervous, usually very uneasy” when he had to perform. He said he wasn’t as fortunate as Groucho, who he believed never experienced that kind of pressure. “He was always confident. Groucho could get up and tell something that was supposed to be funny and have it fall flat, and he didn’t care.”

 

Groucho’s superabundant charisma was showing as blatantly in Palm Springs as everywhere else he ventured. Heads turned constantly. The only difference between one setting and another was people’s obviousness about staring. Zeppo and Gummo were totally aware of their recognizable brother’s recognition. Gummo even got a few autographs for friends.

In the chic restaurants you can judge your celebrity status by how noisy and uncomfortable your table is. When your chair is the one every person in the restaurant has to bump into in passing and you can’t hear what you are saying, let alone what anyone else is saying, then you know your rank is high.

We were awarded “the best table in the house,” a calamity as far as conversation was concerned. We got the table next to the piano. The piano player looked at Groucho, gasped, and was overwhelmed. Groucho was underwhelmed. The piano player proceeded to give his all. Each person at our table could only hear, and that barely, what he himself was saying. The piano player did occasionally go out, and during those brief moments the conversation flourished. It always turned to the old days, to East Ninety-third Street, to Chicago, to Minnie and Frenchie, and to Chico’s escapades. They talked about Uncle Julius, after whom Groucho was named, who had lived with them for a while on Ninety-third Street, and about “Opie,” their German grandfather, who was incorrigible and encourageable in his flirtations well into his eighties.

In the Ninety-third Street reminiscing, Zeppo was relegated to second-class-citizen status as a much younger brother (“you’re too young to remember that”), for though the Marx Brothers of East Ninety-third Street no longer existed for anyone else, for each other they were still little boys and young men: Julius, Milton, and Herbert, the children of Minnie and Sam.

Groucho called his brothers “Zep” and “Gum.” Gummo, during the conversation, referred to George S. Kaufman as “only a play doctor,” voicing an opinion that could not have been more exactly opposite to Groucho’s. Groucho seemed annoyed. Helen looked at Gummo as if to indicate that this was not the first time that subject had been raised.

Zeppo glanced at his watch, as he did frequently, because he knew that somewhere there was a card game being played without him.

Groucho and Zeppo discussed their mutual overweight problems. Groucho was disturbed because he had added two or three pounds. Zeppo was somewhat less disturbed, having gained fifteen pounds. Groucho ordered half a grapefruit for dessert, and Zeppo demolished a Schwarzwälder Kirschtorte with whipped cream, down to the last cherry and crumb of chocolate cake.

On the way back to Beverly Hills, I told Groucho that I’d forgotten to take a menu for my collection. He consoled me. “That’s all right. Ask Zeppo and Gummo. They’ll steal one for you. Then they’ll sell it to you.” He chuckled. He rarely laughed at anything he said, the exceptions being comments about his own family, which evoked for him unusually rich imagery.

A pivotal person in Groucho’s life was the piano player who accompanied him and other guests at his parties. When a party was being planned, no guest was selected with greater consideration and forethought than the piano player, and he or she was often the first guest invited.

For Groucho, a party without a piano player would have been like Lydia without her tattoos, and his standards for piano playing were indeed high. The songs he liked to sing at parties, like “Lydia, the Tattooed Lady,” were obscure and stylistically difficult. They required someone who knew Groucho’s repertory and had a secure knowledge of many popular music styles, such as classically trained Marvin Hamlisch. Marvin also played at Groucho’s special concert appearances at Iowa State University and Carnegie Hall, and he provided the accompaniment for An Evening with Groucho, Groucho’s successful record album.

While playing for him, Marvin was busily writing music for The Way We Were and The Sting, films that ultimately won for him three Oscars—on the same night that Groucho won his special Oscar. Then he left Hollywood to do A Chorus Line. Although he returned to Groucho’s from time to time, Marvin’s piano bench was frequently vacant. Arthur Whitelaw was often called upon to play, which he did with skill and elan.

When composer Boris “Lalo” Schifrin moved into one of Groucho’s ex-houses, Groucho went over to check out the new occupants. Lalo was immediately invited to take his turn on the Marx piano stool, accompanying Groucho in such classics as “Peasie Weasie” and “Show Me a Rose.” Morgan Ames also dropped by to play “There’s a Girl in Maryland with a Watch That Belongs to Me,” “Father’s Day,” or “Stay Down Here Where You Belong.”

Sometimes Groucho kept it in the family, in which case Billy Marx was invited to play musical piano benches at Groucho’s. He was quite proficient at playing the Groucho repertory, including a parody on “Tiptoe Through the Tulips” called “Slipshod Through the Cowslips.” Groucho sang this version, proclaiming, “‘Tiptoe Through the Tulips’ is too good for this crummy crowd.”

Another familial stand-in (or, rather, sit-in) as piano player was Groucho’s grandson, Andy Marx. Andy’s maternal grandparents, Gus and Grace Kahn, were composers of, among other songs, “Oh, How That Woman Could Cook!” one of Groucho’s standards.

Others who also played piano socially at Groucho’s included George Gershwin, Bronislaw Kaper, Oscar Levant, and Goddard Lieberson. George Gershwin was a friend and a great fan of the Marx Brothers, as they were fans of his. “He’d drop by, sit down at my piano, and stay there playing all night,” Groucho told me.

In London, actress Luise Rainer talked with me about George Gershwin and his great admiration for the Marx Brothers:

“One of my very first experiences in America was with George Gershwin. My mother was immensely musical but not permitted to become a pianist because it wasn’t done. George Gershwin told me that I inspired him. It wasn’t an affair; he just felt that he wanted to write some music for me, but he died before he could do it. He told me the first thing I had to do in America was to go to see the Marx Brothers in a film. So, he took me to the theatre to see a Marx Brothers film. Everyone in the theatre was laughing the entire time, but I wasn’t able to understand all of it. I spoke British English.”

 

One Sunday afternoon, Elliott Gould invited Barbra Streisand to Groucho’s house. Elliott wanted his two friends to be friends, and Barbra’s feelings had been hurt at an earlier meeting when Groucho got a laugh at her expense. Arriving at a big Hollywood party, Groucho had encountered Barbra, who had arrived a moment before, in the hall near the door. Taking off his coat, he handed it to her and said, “Here, check this, have it cleaned, and see that it’s back by Thursday.”

Barbra started the visit off on a flat note by disregarding Groucho’s penchant for punctuality. Due at 3 P.M., at 3:45 she was nowhere in sight, nor had she called. Groucho sat in his living room and declared, “If she doesn’t get here by five o’clock, I’m going home.”

He didn’t have to make good his word, because a moment later, the entourage appeared. With Barbra and Elliott were Elliott’s wife, Jenny, and Barbra’s friend, Jon Peters, and Jason, who is Elliott’s and Barbra’s son, and Sam and Molly, Elliott’s and Jenny’s children, and Jon Peters’ son.

Erin and I were there, as well as nurse Donna, and David Hixon, a young actor who had been doing some odd jobs for Groucho while waiting to be cast for a better part. Barbra wore a semi-sheer blouse and faded jeans. Elliott was attired in a plaid blanket coat worn over blue painter’s coveralls and a short-sleeved pink sweater. Barbra was given the seat next to Groucho, and she assumed a dueling position. Groucho, ready to make peace, or pieces, made the first move, a usual one for him: “Kiss me,” he said.

Barbra looked a bit taken aback. Unruffled, Groucho said, “Aren’t you going to kiss me?” Barbra answered as simply and directly as Groucho himself might answer, “No.”

Groucho never got discouraged easily on or off screen. “Jenny will kiss me.” Jenny untangled one-and-a-half-year-old Molly, who was wrapped around her legs, and murmured, “Oh, oh! Confrontation!” But détente was maintained when Erin, grudgingly, gave Groucho the kiss.

Groucho decided to honor Barbra’s visit by singing a song for her. “There are so many songs about mothers,” he told us, “but hardly any about fathers. There’s no Whistler’s father.” Groucho sang “Father’s Day” for her. Barbra was visibly moved—toward the front door. “It’s funny,” she said, “that you want to be recognized as a singer, too, when you’re already recognized as a great comedian.”

Groucho told Barbra that a long time ago Irving Berlin offered to give him a dollar for every time he did not sing “Stay Down Here Where You Belong.” Barbra nodded approvingly, indicating that she thought Irving Berlin had shown pretty good sense and suggesting that the amount could be adjusted upward to allow for inflation.

“I love to sing,” Groucho volunteered. “I’m going to sing another song for you.” He hesitated momentarily while he pondered his choice. The momentary respite was enough for Barbra, who dove for her purse, lucklessly failing to come up with a dollar. She found a twenty-dollar bill but apparently wasn’t quite ready yet to go that high for the privilege of being spared one of Groucho’s musical offerings. She looked to Elliott in her moment of need. Elliott dug deep into his painter’s coveralls but came up with only sixty-seven cents, and Groucho was already clearing his throat, menacingly, threatening to burst forth into song. Barbra groped for the twenty-dollar bill. Groucho offered to lend her a dollar.

Then Barbra found enough change to pool her money with Elliott’s, and she gave Groucho a dollar in change, which she called “hush money.”

“You have real audacity, Groucho, just to insult people and make a career out of it. It’s wonderful when a person finds out what he can do, and does it, and makes a whole career out of it.” Groucho accepted the “compliment” and asked her if she had seen any of their films. Barbra said she had and that she particularly liked the roller-skating bit, but she didn’t remember the title of the film. (It was The Big Store.)

 

GROUCHO

Harpo was a good roller skater. He was a good roller skater and a lousy harp player. Did you know that Harpo taught himself how to play the harp? My grandmother played the harp in Germany.

BARBRA STREISAND

You were lucky to work with your brothers, to have people to work with all the time with whom you had rapport, and not to have to go out there alone…

GROUCHO

Do you want me to sing?

BARBRA STREISAND

Did you know Mae West?

GROUCHO

I knew her before she was famous, in vaudeville, when she just had a piano and three dirty songs. The police were always after her for those dirty songs.

BARBRA STREISAND

She never married, did she?

GROUCHO

She used to live with a middleweight fighter. I saw her when she had the act with the muscle men. I said, “Are you getting any, Mae?” She said, “No, what a waste of manpower!” Do you want me to sing?

BARBRA STREISAND

It’s interesting the way people liked your nonsense songs.

GROUCHO

We have more fans now than we did then.

BARBRA STREISAND

Did the people understand and accept the nonsense then?

GROUCHO

Of course.

BARBRA STREISAND

And they seem to like it especially now. There’s nothing exactly like it.

GROUCHO

I’m going to sing “Show Me a Rose.”

 

Elliott suggested bringing the party to an end, saying, “I guess I’ll be going shortly.”

“How can you go shortly when you’re six feet six?” Groucho said, adding the aside, “He’s tall for his height.”

As the group departed Groucho gave Barbra back her dollar.

Playboy West in Holmby Hills is more than just a home or a house. It’s a headquarters for Playboy in California, and the reflection of its owner, the creator of Playboy, Hugh Hefner. Built in 1927, the English Tudor–style mansion is stone with a slate roof and leaded windows. The grounds are elaborately landscaped with exotic and indigenous trees and flowers. There is a tennis court and a very special swimming pool with its own waterfall. A grotto with Jacuzzi baths to which you must swim through a waterfall is reminiscent of the social area beyond the pool in the Chicago Playboy House, which could only be entered by swimming underwater to it. There are exotic birds and animals flitting and roaming about, not to mention rare fish in the pond. Monkeys swing in the trees, flamingos pose, and male peacocks fan their tails to make an impression on the dowdy female peacocks. Parrots sit about, needing no cages, because they have no thoughts about flying away, for surely they couldn’t hope to better their lot.

At the gate we were carefully checked. After a phone call to the house, Groucho was authenticated as the genuine “Groucho Marx with one guest,” and we passed through up the driveway. At the house, there were the ubiquitous young men to park the cars, and we entered the balconied reception hall, with its impressive hand-carved oak stairway. Sugar Ray Robinson was standing there admiring the stairway as we entered. He commented to us, “Pretty nifty.” Groucho nodded. “Yeah, some joint.”

What had brought Groucho and me there was the live closed-circuit relay of the 1974 Foreman-Norton fight. Groucho loved the fights. “I don’t usually go with a girl,” he informed me. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said. Security was tight, and so was the fit into the screening room. Squeezed in around us were Sugar Ray Robinson, Jack Nicholson, Bill Cosby, Dick Rosenzweig, and Mick Jagger. The audience was almost entirely men, but Bunnies and gatefold girls decorated the periphery. As the fight began, Groucho called out, “I remember when there were white fighters.”

Foreman knocked out Norton in the second round. “Foreman had an early date,” Groucho said. Then he offered the opinion, “He’s better than Dempsey.” Groucho was the only one there who had seen Jack Dempsey fight.

The opulent buffet-style dinner was served early. For Groucho only, there was a special done-to-order, salt-free sirloin steak.

Returning from the men’s room, Groucho confided to me that it was “all mirrors.” I never found out if he was joking. He also mentioned that “a girl with the world’s biggest knockers came over and offered me a feel.”

 

During a visit to New York City, in 1974, Groucho, Erin, New York Times writer Mel Gussow, and I went to “21” for dinner. Among New York City restaurants, “21” and La Côte Basque remained among the last bastions of jacket and tie tradition. In the history of “21” no one had entered or departed its portals tieless until that fateful night when Groucho darkened its doorstep. (He told me later, “I also darkened their towels.”)

When we entered, he was conventionally garbed, but somewhere between the soft-shell crabs and the decaffeinated coffee, Groucho, accustomed to Southern California informality, removed his tie. “I haven’t worn a tie in years,” he announced. In response to Erin’s “Groucho, you can’t do that here,” he rose from our table and walked over to a rather formally attired group at the next table. Showing them his tie in hand, he suggested that they follow suit. Clearly, they would have preferred not to do so, but when it came to risking the loss of their place and face at the revered “21” or saying no to Groucho, the men removed their ties.

He moved on to the next table with the same results, and on to the next, creating no small stir. The captains and maître d’ gathered for a conference of war, and the owners, who quickly arrived on the scene, huddled. Meanwhile, Groucho continued making his round of the tables, and ties kept coming off, although not with enthusiasm. To make sure his ends were accomplished, Groucho stayed at each table until every man had removed his tie.

The owners hesitated and finally decided not to pit themselves against a living legend, who was obviously the sentimental favorite and who would certainly become more so if they opposed him. But the owners did not smile as the tieless began to outnumber the tied.

Groucho met his match only once. At the last table he approached two men who were speaking an Arabic language and who failed to understand him. They also didn’t seem to recognize him. When Groucho had completed his rounds, the owners, the captains, and the two Arab patrons were the only ones on the second floor of “21” who were wearing ties.

Ice cream and Sanka consumed, we headed for the stairway with Groucho boldly twirling his tie as he passed Pete Kriendler and Jerry Berns. On the stairway, Groucho flaunted the tie with a smug “I’ve won” look. The maître d’ smiled a small smile for what he knew was a small victory.

As Groucho had passed each table on his way out, behind him the men were hastily donning their ties. By the time Groucho had begun his descent, every man in “21” was once again wearing his tie.

The next day the story appeared in all of the newspapers and on radio and television. A few nights later, arriving at the elegant La Côte Basque restaurant, Groucho was greeted warmly but warily at the door by Madame Henriette and Albert. Groucho hesitated for one brief instant, then said:

“Okay. Give me a tie.”

There was a round of applause from patrons, and the story appeared in Earl Wilson’s column the next day.

Reminiscing with me months later about the “21” incident, Groucho showed no remorse. “I was driving the headwaiter crazy. I think it’s silly to wear a necktie. I can eat without a tie. You don’t need a tie to eat. They’re lucky I didn’t take off my pants.”

Talking with Jerry Berns, one of the owners of “21,” about Groucho’s visit, he summed it up for me: “Groucho is a law unto himself. He’s a king. He could do no wrong. He’s above convention.”

 

During a 1973 visit to New York, Groucho had dinner at Lutèce after the theatre with Goddard Lieberson, Ron and Ellie Delsener, Erin, and me. Just before the theatre, Groucho became very upset when he noticed that his Standing Room Only lighter, his gift from producer Ron Delsener on the occasion of Groucho’s “hot ticket” Carnegie Hall concert, was missing. His suite at the Pierre Hotel was searched meticulously but to no avail. Groucho was visibly distraught, a rare occurrence.

There was a small overtone of panic as Groucho, Erin, and I retraced his steps of that day. In Goddard’s limousine on the way to the theatre, we continued to search unsuccessfully. Goddard had the chauffeur stop at Sardi’s, and we waited while Erin rushed in to look for the lighter. Having checked futilely for it, she returned.

 

GROUCHO

Did you see the way she looked for the lighter? See how she loves me?

ERIN

You mean how I love the lighter.

 

Groucho was too distracted to enjoy the play. By the time we met Ron and Ellie at Lutèce, it was all too apparent that Groucho was not himself, though he insisted on going on with dinner. Ron commented later that if he had not known better he would have thought Groucho was “inebriated.”

Seated downstairs on the platform at the number one table at Lutèce, Groucho summoned his reserves and carried on. Chef-owner André Soltner greeted Groucho.

 

GROUCHO

(Indicating me) She tells me you’re from Alsace. My father came from Strasbourg, so I’m half from Alsace, once removed. It’s pretty crowded here tonight. Are they (Indicating all the filled tables) all Alsatians?

ANDRÉ SOLTNER

No, but we did have Charles Münch coming here. He always came when he was in New York, and he always started with tarte à l’oignon.

GROUCHO

I used to know a tart, but her name wasn’t Onion.

 

Coincidentally, when Henri, the maître d’, came over to take our orders, the first thing he offered Groucho was a tarte à l’oignon:

 

GROUCHO

That’s a real tearjerker.

HENRI

We have an excellent soupe de poisson…

GROUCHO

First base, second base, and bouillabaisse. How about some blueprint oysters?

HENRI

Perhaps you would like poulet en croûte, Mr. Marx? It’s a whole baby chicken in a pastry shell with black truffles.

GROUCHO

All right, but I’ll not be truffled with. The truffle, the whole truffle, and nothing but the truffle.

HENRI

Or perhaps the canard à l’orange.

GROUCHO

Is that the Duck of Wellington? For dessert do you have any Barbarian Cream Pie in the house?

 

All through dinner, diners at neighboring tables stole discreet and sometimes indiscreet glances at Groucho. During the entree, Ron Delsener put on his Groucho nose, glasses, and fake mustache and wore this through the rest of dinner, which amused and bemused the usually serious waiters, as well as everyone else. When Groucho got up to go to the men’s room, he exited to a round of applause. On his return from the men’s room, there was an even grander round of applause, and he was only just spared a standing ovation. He rarely, if ever, had the luxury of doing anything inconspicuously.

Groucho was obviously not feeling well, however, and the next time he said, “I’m going to retire to the can,” Goddard went with him. When they came back, Goddard said that Groucho was shaky and had difficulty zipping up his fly, so Goddard assisted him. Just at that moment, two men entered the washroom, took one look at Goddard zipping up Groucho’s fly, and turned to rush out. “It’s all right,” Groucho called after the retreating figures. “We only just met.”

Ron Delsener, who wasn’t told at dinner about the loss of the lighter, was horrified to learn about its effect on Groucho. “I would have bought him another lighter. I could have bought him a couple of them.” But for Groucho only that one SRO lighter was the real one.

The next day, the lighter was found in a drawer at the hotel, overlooked during the panicky search. But the damage had been done. Groucho had suffered another stroke.

Back in California, Groucho and I were having lunch. The pumpernickel bread that I had again brought from New York was prominently placed on the table in front of us. He looked wistfully at it and then at me.

 

GROUCHO

I don’t eat pumpernickel anymore.

I

Is that because you’re “too rich to eat bread”?

GROUCHO

(Nodding) People wouldn’t eat caviar if it were cheap.

I

I would. But why are you giving up pumpernickel?

GROUCHO

When I was a young man and I went into a restaurant, I used to look first at the prices. (Slicing the bread) Now I’m an old man, and I look first at how fattening it is. (Buttering the bread) But one swallow does not a supper make.
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