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FOREWORD BY RICHIE TIENKEN

Even as I’m writing this book, it’s hard for me to believe that forty years have gone by since we first opened the doors of The Comic Strip on June 1, 1976.

Coming from a simple background and leaving home at fourteen to make my way in the world, I realize life was not set to absolutely wind up the way it did.

Somehow, I went from owning six bars in The Bronx to managing one of the biggest stars in the comedy world: Eddie Murphy. When I think about it now, honestly, I still can’t quite figure out how it all happened. But I’ll tell you one thing: It was quite a trip!

I’ve gone from having all of my money stolen by a shady contractor (while trying to build The Strip−until, at the last second, my landlord stepped in to save the day) to breaking ties with my former client Eddie Murphy, which interestingly enough led to me meeting and marrying my wife, Jeannie, and having my two sons, Jonathan and Richie. Over and over, experiences that started out negative turned into something more positive than I could ever imagine. And it all has been more than I ever could have hoped for.

How do you wrap your mind around the fact that you helped launch the careers of people like Jerry Seinfeld, Chris Rock, Ray Romano, Eddie Murphy, George Wallace, and Adam Sandler? It’s still inconceivable to me, but when Jeffrey and I did the interviews for the book, every comic said The Strip was his home, and they all were grateful for the support−particularly for my personal support.

A few years ago, I went through a serious medical crisis and had to be away from the club for a while. Thanks to God, to the support of my wife and kids, and to those around me, I came through it and was able to come back to this club that has been my life for so long.

I want to take this opportunity to thank my good friend and coauthor Jeffrey Gurian for helping me tell my story and the stories of all the people who came through here during the past forty years. That’s all I’m gonna say about him right now, ’cause I thank him again in the acknowledgments.

In closing, I just want to express my gratitude for all the good things that life has given me, and even for the not so good things. It’s all been part of my path and what led me to where I am now.

Life has taught me many lessons. Some great, some not so great, but it’s been a spectacular ride, and it ain’t over yet!

I’d like to dedicate this book to my sister, Joanie, who was like the mom of the club if there was to be one; to my wife, Jeannie, and to my kids, Jonathan, Richard, Jacqui, Dawn Marie, and Christina; and to my grandchildren, Giovanna, Vincent, Brittany, Taylor, and Brayden.

Richie Tienken


FOREWORD BY JEFFREY GURIAN

This book represents more than four years of work. Hard work! I started it in the summer of 2008 at the Just for Laughs Festival in Montreal by interviewing Larry Miller, George Wallace, and Paul Provenza. Since then, it’s taken on a life of its own and has become a labor of love for me. It’s made me kind of the historian of the most legendary comedy club ever, The Comic Strip.

When I started writing comedy at the age of twelve, there was no possible way for me to know that I would someday have the opportunity to tell the stories of so many people who changed the face of comedy not only in this country, but all over the world.

I’m very grateful to my pal Richie Tienken for trusting me to tell his story and the stories of others in this book. It’s been an amazing ride and more fun that I could have imagined.

Not only am I grateful for the opportunity to do this book, but I’m grateful to have become part of The Comic Strip family, because that’s what it is … a family. I feel like I have a second home there. I’ve spent more time at The Strip during the last several years than anywhere else. I’d come in and see J. R. by the bar in his ever-present blue shirt, and I always knew I was home.

I’ve taken more meetings in the tiny former coatroom that passes for Richie’s office than I could ever imagine. Once with Ray Romano, we had five men in there, in a space that’s already too tight when you’re alone!

My history with The Strip goes back a long time. I sat in that little room many years ago with Lucien Hold, who was the face of The Comic Strip for twenty-five years. Many people thought he owned it, and Richie never minded that.

Lucien was always very kind to me, to the point where he once set up the video system in the club so I could do a comedy news broadcast from the stage during one of the shows, and everyone there said, “Lucien must really like you, ’cause he doesn’t do that for anyone.”

Years later, I sat with him in that tiny office and tried to alleviate the pain he was living with from scleroderma (which finally took his life) by doing spiritual healing on him. He was open to it and told me that it helped.

The Strip has changed my life as well. It’s allowed me to start performing stand-up, which was a dream of mine for many years, and I hosted shows there every week for almost two years, getting to introduce some of the younger comics on their way to becoming the stars of tomorrow, like Pete Davidson, Joe Machi, and Sam Morril. It also allowed me to produce a benefit for diabetes, which took my dad, Raymond Gurian, back in 2001.

I’d like to dedicate my part of the book to my mom and dad, Marge and Ray Gurian, who gave me my sense of humor; to my daughters, Elizabeth DeRobertis and Kathryn Siry, who have had to put up with my sense of humor; and to their gorgeous children, Nicky, Lilly, Brookie, and Adrienne, to whom I’m simply Poppa Jeff! And that’s my greatest gift!

Enjoy the book!

Jeffrey Gurian


INTRODUCTION BY CHRIS ROCK

I didn’t go to college, and I regret it. Every now and again I have a conversation with somebody and they use a reference like Cantinflas or a word like deciduous, and I get that ol’ GED feeling. I’m smart, but I have a hole in my knowledge, like a superhero with arthritis. I don’t know a lot of sociology or economics, but I do have a lot of opinions about sociology and economics−good if you want to be a comedian; bad if you want to be the comedian’s accountant. But don’t think I didn’t learn anything. Far from it. For the job I wanted, I couldn’t have picked a better school than The Comic Strip. For one thing, you didn’t need a Pell Grant. I got in straight from Red Lobster.

It’s true. Comedy clubs are colleges for comics. Especially the New York ones. Especially back in the eighties. The two main schools (and schools of thought) were Catch a Rising Star and The Comic Strip. Catch was Yale, and the Strip was Illinois State University, Urbana. Catch was stressful, like you were always on the verge of being expelled if you didn’t keep up your grades. The Strip was laid back. If you put in the work and studied, you would do well. But if you blew off a term smoking pot, it didn’t go on your permanent record. Catch was more rigorous, like you needed to back up your joke with references. The Strip was like, “fooood fiiiight!”

(And it was frowned upon to be enrolled in both schools, though some people had waivers.)

I was basically a Strip guy. Our faculty were the waitresses, talent coordinator Lucien Hold, and owner Richie Tienken. Lucien was a tall, patrician fellow with searing eyes and a Three Musketeer’s mustache, who called everybody “Mister” in an upper-crust accent, as in “five minutes, Mister Rock.” He probably never had a mouse in his apartment unless the mouse had an ascot. Richie Tienken was the white-haired part-owner of the Strip. He managed a lot of major comedians, but he was approachable. He had powerful shoulders and was genial, like a bouncer who babysat on the side. They served as good cop (Richie)/bad cop (Lucien). Or good president/bad dean. Richie probably could afford to be nice because he was−like his name−rich-ie. He gave advice like, “Keep it clean young man; you’ll last longer.” (He called everybody “young man,” even Laura Kightlinger.) Lucien couldn’t be “nice” because part of his job was deciding which comedians got onstage and which ones went home plotting his death. But Lucien was a great guy once you got to know him. He was charming in a weird way, like a guy who was really chatty after he’d just woken up in a morgue.

We didn’t have fraternities at The Strip. Our version of hazing was bumping the younger guys. A young kid would be offstage in The Strip’s little ante-chamber, eager to hit the stage because it was Saturday night second show, also known as the best audience of the week show, the one to record the tape that would lead to the Letterman spot. Leaning forward like a track star at the starting line, the young kid would be hearing the countdown in his head: “Three … two … hey, who just tapped me on the shoulder? Is that Robin Williams going past me?” Then the kid had to sit down for two hours, while Robin worked out his latest HBO special. But it was fair because one day that kid would be the bumper and someone younger and newer would be the bumpee. I got bumped by all the greats. Alan Colmes. Joe Bolster. Gilbert Gottfried.

Our school had boosters, too. People who weren’t enrolled but showed up at The Strip regularly, like welterweight boxer Mark Breland, Asperger-syndrome comedian Tiny Tim, and heavyweight rapper LL Cool J. Nothing worse than getting heckled by LL Cool J. He was bigger than everybody, and his heckles rhymed.

And what school could call itself an institution of higher learning without a sports team? We had The Comic Strip softball team whose record was something like 0–1,000. It’s hard to root for your team when you’re getting your ass kicked regularly by the Friar’s Club and the Actor’s Studio. But I rooted for them anyway.

Watching other comedians could teach you a lot. There was one guy named Charlie Barnett who worked the streets putting down a hat for tips. But every now and again he would come inside (when it rained) and work The Strip, where he made less money. He was a visiting professor. He taught us how important it is to control an audience by giving off confidence. This was undoubtedly the result of having to work a crowd in the street who had access to rocks. One night, Charlie Barnett got a red light, which meant he had five minutes left. Charlie, used to being outside, didn’t use a microphone when he was on at The Strip. He just projected to the rear of the house. At the five-minute light, he turned his back on the audience and started yelling a slew of old jokes, but the best old jokes ever written, jokes that had brought tears to the eyes of Moses. As he fired off one joke after the other like T-shirts from an air gun, the audience exploded with every punch line. With one minute left, Charlie walked off the stage through the crowd, backwards. He kept firing off jokes as he went, with the audience gasping for air. Finally, he reached the back of the house, told the last joke, the audience erupted, exactly five minutes were up, and he exited the room. That’s confidence!

In a different manner, we learned timing from professors like Dennis Wolfberg who really had been a teacher in a former life. He is the only comedian I’ve ever seen who never bombed. Not only that, but he was the funniest person I ever saw in a twenty-minute stretch. He had a very peculiar but effective way of delivering a joke, by stuttering into the punchline. The combination of the stutter, his bulging eyes, his manic expression, his wild Einstein hair, and the punchline itself would rock the audience every time. There was something about that deliberate stutter, not really a stutter, but a fumbling-to-get-the-word-out tic that delayed the payoff just long enough to always make the audience scream. And that stutter-tic definitely increased the loudness of the reaction by at least 30 percent. Same joke without the tic, 30 percent less laughs, no doubt. Subtleties like that are what made the great comedians the great comedians.

Professor Wolfberg was a master of timing.

We also had the guys who were professional students, i.e. (I have no idea what i.e. means.) the guys who never left the school. They always came up with a new reason to do another semester−either out of a love of the campus or just being crazy. These guys never changed a word of their acts, and why should they? The audience is supposed to be new, not the jokes. People like D. F. Sweedler, Stu Trivax, and Howard Feller.

And like every school, our college had upperclassmen: Jon Hayman. Jerry Seinfeld. Carol Leifer. Larry Miller. George Wallace. Joey Vega. And Paul Reiser.

Then there was my class: Colin Quinn. Adam Sandler. Jeff Garlin. Ray Romano. Jeff Stilson. Eddie Brill. Susie Essman. And Jon Stewart.

And then the underclassmen: Louis CK. Wanda Sykes. Dave Attell. And Sarah Silverman.

My graduation−not long after my father passed−was when I was picked right from the stage of The Comic Strip to be on Saturday Night Live, which turned out to be my grad school.

It was also the same trajectory as my hero who had been the big man on campus at The Strip and, let’s be real, the person who put The Comic Strip on the map−Eddie Murphy.

So, you are about to read about my higher institution of learning, The Comic Strip, a place that I adored then and now. So, yes, I didn’t go to “college” college, but it’s the best decision I ever made−and one that my daughters are forbidden to repeat.

There’s the bell. Get to class.

Chris Rock


INTRODUCTION TO THE COMIC STRIP

In 1975, there were two comedy clubs in all of Manhattan: Budd Friedman’s Improv on West 44th Street, which he opened in 1963; and Rick Newman’s Catch A Rising Star, which didn’t come along until 1972.

But if it hadn’t been for a Bronx bartender named Tony D’Andrea, who had a knack for doing impressions, there might never have been a third club called The Comic Strip. Tony was working at a bar called The Bull and Bush for a guy named Richie Tienken, who had been in the bar business all his life. D’Andrea, who was intent on performing a set at Catch A Rising Star, invited his boss to come down and watch him. Monday nights in the Bronx were always slow, and that just happened to be the night when D’Andrea was scheduled to perform. So, Tienken came down with a bunch of others to give D’Andrea moral support.

The first thing that struck Tienken was the size of the Catch crowd on a Monday night. “They were three deep at the bar, and business looked great,” Tienken later recalled. But when midnight struck and D’Andrea hadn’t yet gone onstage Tienken began to worry that his friends would be too drunk to stay much longer without creating a scene. They were Bronx residents not widely known for having patience.

Tienken encouraged D’Andrea to approach Rick Newman, Catch’s owner, and tell him he had fourteen people waiting to see him and ask what time he would go on.

Newman’s answer was startling: “I’m not concerned about customers. You’ll go on when it’s time for you to go on.”

Tienken was intrigued and started coming down on a regular basis. He wasn’t watching the comedy as much as he was watching how the place was run. For the next couple of weeks, he came almost every night. After about a month, he told his partner John McGowan, who had been partners with him in The Bronx, that they should look into opening a club in Manhattan. The seed was planted.

Now let’s let Richie Tienken take over the story.

***

Once John and I decided to open a club, we needed someone in show business as a partner. Another Bronx bar owner named Marty Sheridan knew Bob Wachs, an entertainment lawyer in Manhattan, and he introduced us to Bob.

En route to our first meeting with Bob, as John and I drove down Second Avenue, I said, “You know, what we need is a place that was already a bar, ’cause that means that all the structure and the plumbing are in, and it’ll make it a lot easier for us. Plus, it’ll probably have a big room around the bar that we can use for a stage and audience.”

So now we’re heading downtown, and I’m on the passenger side looking out the window. I’ll never forget this moment ’cause I’m talking to John, I’m looking at the stores, and he says to me, “Where are we gonna find a place like that?” And I said, as we got to the block between 81st and 82nd streets, “Right there! The Shannon Bar.”

The bar was closed for business, but a sign in the window said the landlord lived around the corner. His name was David Eberhardt. He had a representative named Peter Dinkel and two brothers. David was the most helpful. Without them, there would have been no club.

The place was old−really old. But the bathrooms were in place, which meant that the plumbing was all in. There was no back room, but there was a big backyard. I asked the landlord’s rep if he would rent the backyard too, and he said it came with it. I asked him who owned the building next door, in case I wanted to make the room even bigger, and he said Eberhardt owned that as well.

We continued on to Bob’s office for our meeting. Bob went into a whole speech about show business, of which I knew nothing about, but he did, so that’s good. That’s what we wanted. After Bob listened to my spiel, he said, “That’s all well and good, I have the connections, but what do we do about getting a place?”

I said, “We already did that. It’s right here on Second Avenue. We’ll have it open in a year.” And it actually took a little more than a year, but we were really close.

Before we opened, Lucien Hold came in looking for a job. Someone had told him we needed a carpenter, and we hired him. When his job was finished, and we were getting ready to open, he was packing up his tools, and I asked him where he was gonna go. He was a dancer by trade, but there wasn’t much work, so he thought he’d look for a job as a carpenter on Broadway. I said to him, “Why don’t you work here as a bartender?” When he said he didn’t know how, I said, “Lucien, if somebody asks for a beer, you give him a beer. That’s bartending.” And that’s how Lucien became my bartender.

Bob Wachs and I alternated Mondays auditioning the talent. Comics Bob Nelson and Rob Bartlett, two white guys from Long Island, recommended that we look at their partner in The Identical Triplets, a young black kid also from Long Island named Eddie Murphy.

Nelson and Bartlett told Eddie to come in to the club, and he showed up on a night when Bob was working. Eddie came in not knowing our set up: that you wait to be told what time you’re going up. So he went over to Wachs, ’cause he knows Wachs was in charge, and asked, “What time am I going up?” He thought he was going right up because he was an act already, not a newcomer. As a matter of fact, we later found out that he was almost insulted that we were watching him on newcomer night.

Wachs got mad at Eddie for questioning him. He told him, “You go up when I tell you to go up. And by the way, if you don’t wanna go up, you can leave.” Well, Eddie left, but when he told Nelson and Barlett what had happened, they told him to go back and talk to Richie Tienken.

I asked Bob what happened and why he threw Eddie out. Bob says, “I didn’t like his attitude.”

So I said he’s coming in next Monday again, and I’ll take a look at him. Eddie showed up very sheepish, and he called me “Mr. Tienken.” I told him to call me Richie. He said, “Last week I was in, and I think I offended Mr. Wachs,” and he told me the story. I replied, “Lookit, Eddie, I’m not saying yes or no. You go up onstage and I’ll watch you, and then I’ll decide. I don’t like going against my partner, and I won’t if I don’t think you’re worth it. But if I think you’re worth it, I’ll let you work here.”

Eddie was very funny, but I would never knock Bob ’cause Bob’s my partner. And I’m learning at that point that you stick with your partner, not with the acts. Loyalty was always very important to me.

So Eddie did his act and came offstage and asked, “What did you think?”

“Frankly, I thought you were very funny,” I told him. Eddie asked, “Well, can we do anything? I’m sorry about what happened last week.” I said, “You just call in your availability, and I’ll get you spots.” And that’s how Eddie Murphy started at The Strip.

Later that year, Eddie asked me to be his manager. At first I turned him down. It wasn’t until a week later that I accepted. I had never handled somebody’s life before. I knew that in Eddie’s mind, this was what he was going to do for the rest of his life. Although I had created businesses and opened bars, the thought of being responsible for someone’s life just kind of scared me.

Turns out, his mother put him up to it. He had been telling her about me, and that he trusted me the most out of anyone, and she said, “So why don’t you ask Richie to manage you?”

After I started thinking about it, I realized how complimentary it was that someone would think I was capable of handling his career and about a week later, I accepted his offer. And that’s where Bob Wachs came in handy, ’cause Bob was an entertainment attorney.

When it came time for me to go to Hollywood with Eddie, I made Lucien my manager. That’s when I started to let him book the shows. Before I let him do so, however, I needed to make sure he knew how to handle guys like Seinfeld, Larry Miller, and Paul Reiser. I used to sit with them all night if I had to. In the beginning, I went by what I thought was funny. Later on, I learned to go by what the audience thought was funny.

In those days, we used to let the comics do twenty-minute spots, but there was only so much time available. The comics’ biggest complaint was, “How come I got to go on last night but not tonight?” I’d constantly have to explain to them that I was trying to be fair to everyone. Tuesday night was when Lucien and I worked on the lineup for the week. The comics had to let me know their “avails” by Tuesday afternoon. After that time, they’d all hang around me while I was working on the shows.

In those days, we had what was called “late night” for the guys who weren’t that great yet. I always wanted to encourage those guys starting out ’cause they had more courage than I did to get up onstage at all. They were the ones I told to come back late at night. They went up in no particular order. Even if there were only six people in the audience, we still put people on.

Lucien called me one night, shortly before he died. He said, “Richie, I want to apologize to you. I know I’m not really doing my job lately.” This is after twenty-five years. I’m like, “Doing your job? What are you talking about?” He says, “Well, I don’t come in like I should.” I said, “Lucien, it’s okay. Don’t worry about it. Are you booking the shows?” He said, “Oh yeah. Of course.” I said, “That’s fine, then don’t worry, you’re doing your job.”

He said, “Richie, you always treated me good. If there’s anything I can ever do for you, you tell me.” So I said, “There’s one thing I need you to do for me. I know I’ve never told you to do anything, but this time I’m telling you…” “Whatever you want, Richie. You tell me.” I said simply, “Don’t die.” He says, “I’m trying not to.”

Two weeks later, Ross Bennett, Lucien’s best friend, calls me. He said, “Rich, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Lucien passed away last night.” That was November 22, 2004.

Lucien always wanted to have a name for himself. I used to tell him, “Lucien, your name is bigger than The Comic Strip. You ask someone in California about The Comic Strip, they don’t know. You mention Lucien from The Comic Strip, they know you.”

Lots of people even thought he owned the club. I never cared if people thought that. I was managing Eddie Murphy, what did I care?

Everybody loved Lucien. Well, not everybody. He could be tough, too. He was very critical of the comedians. But he always meant well, and he was a great guy, which was proven by the size of the crowd that showed up at the memorial service we held for him at a Universalist Church on the West Side. Even I spoke, which I don’t often do, and the church was packed.

Over the past forty years, The Strip has had many people come through its doors−many comics just trying to get their few minutes on stage to extract laughs from the audience. What better way to memorialize the club’s illustrious history and its impact on the lives of many in this tough business than through the words of those who’ve stood on its stage and made a whole lot of people laugh? In the pages that follow, you’ll hear about the club’s start, its stars, its owners and bartenders, and its legacy as the place to be if a career in stand-up is what you are after.


CHAPTER ONE

THE OLDER KIDS

When we were working out the structure of this book, we decided to make each chapter as if it was about a family, because The Comic Strip is just like a family−a family consisting of all dads, that is. This family consists of the parents, the older kids, and the younger siblings, as well as family friends and the next generation to come. The older ones, about whom this section is dedicated, are the ones who came along at the birth of The Comic Strip, starting with Jerry Seinfeld, and his crew: Paul Reiser, Larry Miller, George Wallace, and others.

Jerry Seinfeld1

[image: image]

Jerry Seinfeld is a comedian, actor, writer, TV and film producer, and director. In 2010 he premiered a reality series, The Marriage Ref, starring Tom Papa, and directed Colin Quinn’s Broadway show Long Story Short, as well as Colin’s newest show, New York Story. He is also the creator and host of the web series Comedians in Cars Getting Coffee, and in January 2016 he began a residency at The Beacon Theatre with a monthly show, Jerry Seinfeld: The Homestand.

When did you start performing, and what were some of your earliest memories of The Comic Strip?

Well, this is funny, because I actually started performing in my last semester of college. In order to finish college, I cooked up an independent study in stand-up comedy to get twelve credits so I could finish school and graduate. I had already done three-and-a-half years, and I figured, “Well, I might as well finish it. My parents’ll be feeling better if I finish it, but I really was done with it, and I just wanted to go into stand-up comedy.

So I cooked up this thing, like a thesis, and I went to the theater department head, and I said, “Well, I wanna do a study on stand-up comedy, and I’ll spend nine hours a day writing and twelve hours a day performing, and I just made up this whole crazy thing, and the funny thing is that Carol Liefer, who I had given it to when I knew her back from 1977, just sent it back to me a couple of weeks ago.

But I did it, so I didn’t have to go to school for the last six months, so I could hang out here at The Strip and start doing comedy, and they went for it. They actually went for it and gave me the twelve credits, and that’s how I graduated Queens College of the City University of New York in the summer of 1976.

I had been studying television production and drama and theater. Anything to do with show business was interesting to me. And somewhere in that period, from ’74 to ’75, I decided I was gonna do comedy.

I went to night school for a while in Queens, and I worked some construction jobs during the day, and I remember sitting on this ledge on Madison and 57th Street eating a sandwich−and it’s still there that ledge. Now it’s a Montblanc store. It was a bank at the time, and I remember sitting on this ledge watching people walk by and just trying to figure, “What is life? What are you supposed to do in life?” And the thought came to me: “What’s the difference? Why don’t I just do what I love to do … what I wanna do? And even if I’m a failure, it’ll probably be a better life than anything else that I don’t really wanna do.” So in that moment I decided I’m gonna do comedy and I don’t care what happens.

So, I really began performing early in ’76. Maybe I did a couple of things in ’75, when I was about twenty-one years old. And then I used to go to a couple of other clubs that were around at that time like The Improv, Catch A Rising Star, Pearl’s Place on 96th Street. There was the Golden Lion Pub on 44th and Broadway, and I remember hanging around, and I swear I can remember it crystal clear. I remember standing at the bar at Catch and somebody was saying there’s a new club opening on 2nd Avenue called The Comic Strip.

Do you remember your very first time onstage? Not at The Strip but just onstage doing comedy?

I do, and as a matter of fact I think my very first time onstage was at Catch. And it was probably the summer of ’75. I got on the audition night line, and I got number one. They announced my name, and I went onstage and froze. I totally froze. I said a couple of things, and then I froze.

Elayne Boosler was the MC. I mentioned a couple of topics that I wanted to talk about, but that was all that came out. I had no idea that you really had to memorize what you wanted to say. I thought it was all gonna come out very easily.

I was on maybe two minutes, and then I just got off, and then she went on and said, “That was Jerry Seinfeld, the master of segue!” ’Cause I was just going, “My parents, the beach, driving …” I could only remember the topics I wanted to talk about, but I couldn’t remember what I wanted to say about those things.

Then I didn’t go back onstage again for probably about six months.

It must have taken a while to get over the embarrassment of that incident.

Not really. I didn’t really do anything that night.

But weren’t you embarrassed?

Yeah, I guess so. I still feel embarrassed a lot of the time. You gotta get over that.

So, I’m hanging out at Catch and I hear them say that The Strip just opened and they were looking for people. They said it was a lot easier to get on at The Strip, ’cause the place just opened. At Catch, it was really tough at that time, because we were starting from scratch and there were a lot of very established guys performing there regularly. They didn’t really like giving up their stage time to newcomers.

So, I came over here, found out about the audition, drove here in the middle of the day, got onstage, and did five minutes. And Bob Wachs was in the audience, and they passed me right away on the audition.

You know, I was watching a movie the other day called 500 Days of Summer, did you hear about it? It’s a movie about this young guy who falls in love with this girl, and he becomes obsessed with the girl, and it’s about the slow progress of the relationship, and then finally he sleeps with her. It’s a very big moment in his young life, that he gets to sleep with this woman he’s obsessed with, and afterwards they show him running down the street to Hall and Oates’s “You Make My Dreams Come True.”

And all of a sudden everybody on the street starts helping him celebrate that he slept with this girl, and it’s this huge thing, and it’s a very funny, cute bit of how a guy feels when he’s young and he gets a girl that he really wants for the first time. I was watching it with a friend, I think it was Schiff (Mark), and I leaned over to him and I said, “That’s how I felt when I passed the audition at The Comic Strip.” I said, “I never felt that way when I got a girl. But that day, that was a dream come true. You know, ’cause then I knew that I was on my way.”

And you know a funny thing that was a big deal to me, and that I used to tell people? I was performing in a lot of these little clubs−they were kind of low-grade places−but when I passed the audition here at The Strip, if I remember correctly, you had a five-dollar cover charge here right?

Well I was very proud of that five-dollar cover charge, that people actually had to spend five dollars to come and see me. I thought that was something really special and a real different level of the business. That five-dollar cover charge made it seem like it was something of value, and it meant a lot to me.

You know, I even remember where I parked that day I auditioned. I drove in from Massapequa, and I parked right near the avenue, on 82nd Street. I was just one block north, and I remember I was on the north side of the street, and I remember everything about it. As a matter of fact, I think that was the last time anyone ever found a spot around here.

But it was certainly the last time I ever auditioned as a comedian for anything. Once you became established here, you were golden. You could go anywhere.

The club was new, I was new, Larry Miller was new. And so we said, “This’ll be our place.” Frankly, we never felt that comfortable at the other places, ’cause established people really don’t want new people coming and taking their spots. The other comedians aren’t happy to see you. Especially if you got somethin’.

So we came here and we were able to make this club, and the club in turn made us, and it was a great thing for all of us. They were happy to have us, we were happy to have them, and we were one big, happy family. It was our home, and it was great.

So, after I passed at The Strip, I left Massapequa and moved into Manhattan that September. I was going back and forth up till that point, and my parents couldn’t really understand what I was doing. My mother couldn’t believe I would be taking a shower at midnight and getting ready to go out. She was like, “What are you doing?” And I’d be like, “I’m going to the club. I gotta hang out at the club and try to get on late.”

And she finally said, “Why don’t you just get an apartment in the city? Wouldn’t that be easier?” And so I did, and I’m still living on the same block … Isn’t that amazing?

I also have the same friends, too. Larry Miller I met on the cross-town bus on our way over to The Comic Strip. He was a bartender and a drummer, and he was trying to get onstage and I was the first act he ever saw when he came in here. So he came over to me on the bus one night and introduced himself, and we’ve been friends ever since.

And George Wallace I knew from The Strip, too. Anybody who was serious about it was here seven nights a week. You had to hang out with the other comics, and very quickly it became a home.

This club really took care of us. We even ate here. They even gave us clothing. All you really needed was a couple of pairs of jeans, ’cause the club gave us the T-shirts, and maybe you needed a decent shirt for the weekend, and you were golden.

You’ve been quoted as saying the ultimate goal was getting the nine p.m. spot on Saturday night at The Comic Strip. Do you remember getting your first weekend spot?

First of all, if I didn’t actually say that quote, I certainly thought it. And I remember that first weekend spot so well. It’s another thing that’s crystal clear. I don’t remember who actually gave me the spot, because in those days the MC used to make up the lineup.

In any case, I do remember the evening exactly. The audiences in those days here were so excited about these new young comics. They would come in and they were really in a great mood. So I remember going on at nine o’clock in front of two hundred people. It was the biggest audience I had ever faced by far. I had usually performed in front of fifteen or twenty people late night, but this time I went on in front of two hundred people and did my little fifteen-minute act, and it worked really well, and that was it.

I just knew that I was gonna be okay, and I was gonna be doing this the rest of my life. And I remember sittin’ at the podium for the rest of the night, ’cause I just didn’t wanna leave. I was just enjoying the glow that I had experienced. In my mind, I had made it. I was on my way. I could stand in front of two hundred people and do okay. It was a big deal.

Do you remember any of your early material?

Sure. The first joke I had that was a really big laugh was about the tramway to Roosevelt Island, which had just been built. This was 1976, and I said, “Well, this is great. The city’s going bankrupt, and they’re putting in rides for us. The next thing I guess we’ll have some sort of roller coaster through the ghetto, and that’ll be the first roller coaster where they scream on the flat part of the ride!” And that was a big laugh.

In those days I wrote material every day, and I still do. To me, that’s what being a comedian is. It’s kind of working that part of your mind offstage as well as onstage. You gotta be always using your mind. They’re paying to hear what you think, so you have to spend part of your day thinking!

I keep a pad with me to write things down. That’s my business partner, and it’s the only partner I have.

So, in the early days, I hung out here with Larry and George and Mark Schiff and Jimmy Brogan, Mike Cain and Carol Liefer.

Can you tell us about the New Year’s brunch and how that got started?

We argue about that. I think it got started on New Year’s Day of 1978. A lot of those gigs on New Year’s Eve were rough. The people would get drunk. They were tough crowds. They had noisemakers and all and weren’t exactly always paying attention, so we wanted something to look forward to. Knowing what we had to endure, we figured we could all get together the next morning, have brunch, and could kind of commiserate on how horrible the night before was, and that’s how we started getting together on New Year’s Day.2
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