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“When Americans can no longer laugh at each other, they have to fight one another.”


—RALPH ELLISON


“Heroes ain’t born, they’re cornered.”


—REDD FOXX





Preface


Keenen Ivory Wayans stood up, kissed his mom on the cheek, high-fived his younger brother Shawn, and hugged his dad. Smiling broadly, dressed in a sharp, black tuxedo, he paused for a split second, as if to take in the moment, just for himself.


It would’ve been hard to script a triumph any more complete than the one he was in the middle of. He’d just heard his old friend Jerry Seinfeld say it, “And the winner of this year’s Emmy is . . . In Living Color.” The show had been on the air barely five months. And it was on Fox, which was barely considered a television network, programming only four nights a week. Fox had hemmed and hawed for the better part of a year deciding whether to air the show. They worried it was too black, that white people wouldn’t get it, that black people would be offended, that gay people would protest, that Keenen’s siblings weren’t as funny as he thought they were, or simply that nobody would watch. Keenen had resisted their attempts to bend the show to their ideas, to water it down. He’d come too far. If he was going down, he was going down swinging on his own terms.


Keenen took one step toward the stage inside the Pasadena Civic Auditorium and wrapped the show’s line producer, Michael Petok, in a bear hug. Petok’s fiancée wiped lipstick from Keenen’s face and then Keenen embraced the show’s other producer, Tamara Rawitt, a short, Jewish former marketing exec who’d become his somewhat unlikely lieutenant. As the three of them strode down the aisle toward the dais, they were trailed by Kevin Bright, a supervising producer on the show’s pilot. All four walked onstage, Keenen nodded at Seinfeld, whom he’d known since the two were young standups at the Improv in New York, took the gold statue from the other presenter, Patrick Stewart, and looked out across the three thousand or so people staring back at him.


At thirty-two, Keenen was hardly a fresh, young face anymore. He’d spent years slugging it out as a standup. He’d been turned down by Saturday Night Live. He’d played forgettable roles on forgotten television shows. For years, he’d watched the friends he’d come up with—Eddie Murphy, Arsenio Hall, Robert Townsend—achieve their dreams. He’d done okay too, but sometimes couldn’t escape the feeling he was being left behind. Eddie was the biggest comedy star in the world. Robert and Keenen had worked together on a pretty great movie, Hollywood Shuffle, but afterward, Robert got all the shine. Arsenio debuted his hit late-night talk show more than a year before In Living Color launched. For a long time, even Keenen’s younger brother Damon’s star seemed to be eclipsing his. But this was, finally and undeniably, Keenen’s moment. His show was a hit. He just won an Emmy. And to make it a little sweeter, the nominees he beat out included both Saturday Night Live and his old friend and rival Arsenio.


“All right,” he said, looking down at the floor, clearing his throat and exhaling in a short, shallow breath. “I’d like to thank the people who helped make the vision become a reality.” He rolled through the expected list of thank-yous—his producers, his writers, Fox bigwigs like Barry Diller and Peter Chernin, his manager Eric Gold.


“I could tell he was beginning to forget people,” says Rawitt, recalling the moment. “You could see my mouth moving behind him, like ‘Thank this one,’ ‘Thank that one.’ I remember before the ceremony Eric Gold frantically rushing over to me and going, ‘Please make him thank me.’ ”


Keenen had grown up one of ten kids in the projects in Manhattan, and as he turned his speech toward his family, emotion overwhelmed him. “Above all, I’d like to thank my family. Those are the ones I’ve been doing this for all my life.” He covered his mouth, stepped back a half step from the microphone, and quietly told himself, “Okay, let me chill.”


Keenen had never won anything in his life. In Living Color had been nominated in two other categories that year, Outstanding Choreography and Outstanding Writing, and lost both. He figured this would be the same but was prepared in case it wasn’t. He’d planned a great speech to salute his mom, who’d been there to support him through all the things he’d never won, through his disappointments and failures.


Composing himself, Keenen tried to continue. “My mother and father are here tonight . . .” Again, he began to choke up, and, out in the crowd, his brother Shawn wiped tears from his own eyes. “I’m gonna get through this,” Keenen pledged before abandoning his resolve. “This is for you, Ma, forget it,” he said, his voice shooting up a few octaves and cracking. With that, he waved the Emmy, and walked offstage, his arm draped around Rawitt’s shoulders.


“It was the worst acceptance speech ever,” Keenen says, looking back on it twenty-five years later.


Yet the moment was an unqualified, wide-screen triumph for a show that punctuated the beginning of a new era. There had been black sketch shows before In Living Color, including the short-lived but influential Richard Pryor Show more than a decade earlier. That this was the first one that found an audience said as much about that audience as it did about the show. The culture was changing. For more than fifty years, black life on screens big and small had looked even more demeaning than it did in the real world. Stereotypes were indulged. The Civil Rights Movement came and went without too many substantive changes in front of or behind the camera. There had been important breakthroughs—Bill Cosby, Flip Wilson, Redd Foxx, Richard Pryor—but the march of progress was exceedingly, agonizingly slow.


Until suddenly it wasn’t. Not only were there Eddie and Arsenio and Robert and Keenen, but there were Spike Lee and Oprah Winfrey and Reggie and Warrington Hudlin. Soon there would be Chris Rock and John Singleton and Martin Lawrence and the Hughes Brothers and Chris Tucker and Dave Chappelle. The week before that Emmy broadcast, a new show featuring a former rapper named Will Smith had debuted. Many of the era’s other rappers would soon become multi-hyphenate stars themselves: Ice Cube, LL Cool J, Ice-T, Queen Latifah, Tupac Shakur. In Living Color—a black show created by a black man that seemed to effortlessly cross over to a mainstream audience ready and waiting for it—was in many ways at the center of it all. As Keenen put it, “We became this bridge in America between white suburban kids and urban kids.”


Most great success stories are the sum of small failures overcome. When you zoom tightly in on that Emmy coup, cracks appear in the foundation that offer hints as to why In Living Color lasted only five seasons and why Keenen didn’t even finish out the fourth: One of the original cast members had been fired a few weeks before the Emmys, nearly the entire writing staff had already turned over, and many of the Fox executives Keenen thanked in his acceptance speech had either left the company or were on their way out soon. Even one of the producers on the podium that night accepting the Emmy alongside Keenen hadn’t seen him since he was dismissed after the pilot. This was the unforgiving cauldron in which In Living Color was forged. But for at least those few moments on the auditorium stage that night, things were about as perfect as they could be.


“There was the feeling of newness and excitement and Here we are! We’ve arrived!” says David Alan Grier, one of four cast members that survived all five seasons on the show. “Two weeks later it was, ‘Let’s move on.’ ”


In Living Color was nominated for fifteen more Emmys over its next four seasons. It would never win another one again.





1


“If You Ain’t Helping Your Brother, Then I’m Beating Your Ass”


It was five blocks from PS 11 to the Wayans family’s fifth-floor apartment in the Robert Fulton Houses in Chelsea, on the West Side of Manhattan, and Keenen had run the whole way home. He was a skinny, quiet kid, still pretty new to the neighborhood. He wasn’t looking for trouble. Nonetheless, trouble found him and had chased him home. A menacing elementary school classmate had insisted that he and Keenen would square off at 3:00 p.m. to settle their grievances—real or imagined—so Keenen hightailed it for the safety of home around half past two, his tormentor presumably in pursuit.


Now, safely barricaded in his family’s apartment, sweating from his dash home, he took to his afternoon ritual of parking himself in front of the television and watching cartoons. But he’d gotten home so quickly that he arrived before they started. Instead, he turned on the television to find something entirely unexpected: Richard Pryor on a daytime talk show.


This was the midsixties, when Pryor was still “Richie Pryor,” a gangly kid in a sharp suit, spouting funny, if not exactly weighty, Bill Cosby–isms. He hadn’t yet completed the existential transformation into the radical, truth-telling black man who would change comedy forever.


In a sense, that was all the better for Keenen, who looked at the television and saw a vision of himself staring back at him: a skinny black kid unloading tales of childhood poverty, an unusual family, and in fact, his own victimization at the hands of a school bully.


“I was laughing, so amazed that this guy could take this horrible moment and make it funny,” Keenen would say years later. “I was like, ‘Who is this man? I want to be like this man.’ ”


[image: Image]


As humans, we have a way of imposing a narrative structure on our pasts that rarely exists in real life. What was the moment when your life changed? What set you down this road? When did you first stumble on this idea? Clean, easy-to-follow storylines with distinct beginnings, middles, and ends are appealing, but life doesn’t usually conform to our storytelling desires. Ideas don’t turn on like lightbulbs. Rather, they flare up like a fire on wet wood: lots of sparks, plenty of smoke, much frustration and failure before finally catching and holding—and even then, always in danger of being snuffed out by the whims of fate.


Keenen Ivory Wayans has told this tale about being chased home by a school bully and stumbling on Richard Pryor many times as a way of explaining his path into comedy. There’s no reason to doubt that the tale itself is true—though some details have likely been obscured by the intervening fifty years. As a great storyteller, and an unabashed lover of structure, Keenen himself is undoubtedly drawn to this anecdote as a premise, a sensible start to his own tale and to the story of the show he’d create, inspired by that same gangly comedian he saw on television after school that day. But reality, as it turns out, is rarely so sensible.
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The Wayans family moved to the Fulton Houses in 1964. The housing project was brand new then. In fact, the 944-unit, 11-building complex that sprawls from 16th Street to 19th Street between Ninth and Tenth Avenues wouldn’t be totally complete until the following year. When the Wayanses moved in, monthly rents ranged from $46 for a small three-room apartment in one of the complex’s three high-rise towers, to $94 for the largest seven-and-half-room units in one of the six-story low-rises.


Keenen’s family had one of the bigger units in a low-rise that opened onto 16th Street. It had four bedrooms, which was already a little tight: His parents shared one room; Keenen, his older brother, Dwayne, and his younger brother Damon split another room; his sisters Kim and Diedra shared another; and the baby at the time, Elvira (named after her mom), had a room to herself, though not for long. Younger sisters Nadia and Devonne entered the picture in 1965 and 1966, and younger brothers Shawn and Marlon further expanded the brood in 1971 and 1972, respectively.


The Chelsea that the Wayanses moved to in 1964 was not the Chelsea of high-end boutiques, world-renowned art galleries, multimillion-dollar apartments, and artisanal food emporiums it is today. It was a loud, busy, rough, working-class neighborhood. Much of the area around the Fulton Houses was still tenements. A freight train ran along Tenth Avenue, on the backside of the projects. Across 16th Street from the Wayans family’s dark brick apartment building was the Nabisco factory, where Oreos were made. Facing that, on the opposite side of Ninth Avenue, was a massive Art Deco building that housed the Port Authority headquarters. In 1966, another striking building, with small porthole windows and the general countenance of a large ship, was built across 16th Street as a union hall and dormitory for visiting seamen. Bodegas, pizzerias, record stores, Laundromats, and other small family-owned shops lined Ninth Avenue, including a barbershop owned by a resident of the Fulton Houses and an arcade, both of which were frequent gathering spots. A vaguely gothic-looking building on 20th Street, between Tenth and Eleventh, housed a drug rehab facility and was converted into the Bayview Correctional Facility, a women’s prison, in 1974.


The construction of the Fulton Houses and the neighboring Chelsea-Elliott Houses, roughly ten blocks farther north, brought a wave of new families, like the Wayanses, to the area. PS 11, already crowded, braced for a doubling of its enrollment. Many who moved into the Fulton Houses were Irish families, relocating from the collapsing tenements nearby, and Puerto Ricans, who’d begun emigrating to both Chelsea and the Lower East Side in the first part of the century. In addition, there were a smaller number of African-Americans, including a young Gil Scott-Heron, who’d grow up to become a pioneering black poet, spoken-word performer, and one of hip-hop’s godfathers. Heron was a teenager in 1964, when he and his mother moved into an apartment on 17th Street, just a block from the Wayans family. Another proto-hip-hop influence, the fiery, militant civil rights activist then known as H. Rap Brown, who had been the chairman of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee and the minister of justice for the Black Panthers—he’s currently serving a life sentence for shooting an Atlanta police officer—lived on 18th Street for a stretch in the late sixties. Whoopi Goldberg, who was a few years older than Keenen, lived in the nearby Chelsea-Elliott Houses, as did Antonio Fargas, who’d star in a string of blaxploitation films in the seventies—including Foxy Brown and Across 110th Street—and as “Huggy Bear” on Starsky & Hutch, as well as in Keenen’s own 1988 blaxploitation spoof, I’m Gonna Git You Sucka.


The racial melting pot of the Fulton Houses was a change for Keenen and his family. The Wayanses had moved from Harlem, which, since the early part of the century, had been the spiritual center for black cultural life in America and home to a population that was, by the midsixties, more than 95 percent black.


Keenen spent the first six years of his life living in a tenement at the corner of 145th Street and Amsterdam Avenue, at the southwest corner of the historic neighborhood of Sugar Hill. From the 1920s through the 1950s, Sugar Hill had been an address of choice for wealthy, prominent African-Americans, including W. E. B. Du Bois, Thurgood Marshall, Cab Calloway, Duke Ellington, Willie Mays, Frankie Lymon, and W. C. Handy.


Keenen’s mom, born Elvira Green in 1938, had grown up in Harlem. Though she was born just after the Harlem Renaissance, its ideas—about the arts, literature, music, politics, and black identity—still coursed through the veins of the community. Known then as the “New Negro Movement,” Renaissance writers, poets, musicians, and political leaders embraced an assertive, progressive vision for African-American public life. The cultural mix in Harlem included writers such as Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston, future congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr., back-to-Africa crusader Marcus Garvey, comedian Jackie “Moms” Mabley, and jazz greats Ellington, Calloway, and Count Basie.


Elvira grew up awash in the Renaissance’s legacy. The legendary Apollo Theater opened on West 125th Street in 1934, joining an already robust theater scene that included the Lafayette—the first integrated theater in the city—and the Lincoln, on West 135th Street, next door to the offices of Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association. The neighborhood remained a locus of the jazz world for decades. In fact, two months after Keenen was born, Esquire magazine managed to gather together fifty-seven of the world’s most prominent jazz musicians, including Basie, Dizzy Gillespie, Charles Mingus, Sonny Rollins, and Thelonious Monk, in front a brownstone on 126th Street for a famous photograph that became known as “A Great Day in Harlem.”


Following Garvey’s example, Harlem became a magnet for black nationalist and civil rights groups through the middle of the century. In 1954, Malcolm X began preaching out of a storefront mosque on 116th Street known as Temple Number 7. In the fall of 1958, Martin Luther King Jr. was signing books at a department store a little over a mile from the Wayans family’s apartment, when he was stabbed with a letter opener by a mentally ill black woman named Izola Curry. King’s life was saved by a team of surgeons at the same hospital where Keenen had been born a few months earlier.


Elvira was, in many ways, a product of the crosscurrents sweeping through Harlem. Speaking about her to an interviewer for the Archive of American Television in 2013, Keenen described her as “a radical.”


“She was all about civil rights and black power and black is beautiful,” he said. Once, when Keenen was in elementary school, he brought home an assignment to make a collage and his mother enthusiastically pitched in. She told him he needed a theme for his collage and she had an idea. In the family’s apartment was a framed picture of the children’s fable character Little Boy Blue. She took it out of the frame and laid it on the table. Then she and Keenen began cutting out photos from Ebony magazine and pasting them on the Little Boy Blue picture.


“We covered everything but his eye,” Keenen said. He took his collage into school and presented it to the class. His teacher was pleased. “Miss Jackson goes, ‘Oh, that’s really nice, Keenen.’ I said, ‘You know, it got a theme!’ And she said, ‘Well, what’s your theme? Tell the class.’ ” He held up the collage of black faces surrounding the large eye. “I said, ‘Look out, black world, because Whitey got his eye on you!’ ”


That was Elvira. She taught her children to challenge prevailing wisdom. “My mom would say, ‘Of the ghetto doesn’t mean you are ghetto.’ ” As Keenen told Henry Louis Gates Jr. in a 2015 interview, “That kind of stuff stays in your head and teaches you to think a certain way.”


As a child, Keenen went to see a performance featuring the famed conductor Leonard Bernstein. “I was a little boy,” he said. “My mother got tickets but couldn’t go because she couldn’t afford a babysitter. She gave me the tickets and said, ‘You may not understand this but Mama wants you to go.’ So she dressed me as best she could—I had on a plaid shirt and some corduroy pants and everybody else [had] on tuxedos—but she wanted me to have that experience.”


Life in Harlem for the young Wayans family was hardly idyllic. Keenen’s father, Howell, a diligent Jehovah’s Witness born and raised in New York, always had a job, often more than one, but the growing family struggled to make ends meet. Their apartment building was little more than a slum, infested with rats and junkies. A heroin addict that the Wayans kids nicknamed Sleepy used to hang out in front of the building. Keenen and his siblings occasionally enlisted Sleepy to help them cross the street, but Sleepy, true to his moniker, had a habit of nodding off halfway across Amsterdam Avenue. “My mother would look out the window, see us and yell, ‘I told you not to go across the street with him!’ ”


The family’s living conditions weren’t unique. A series of rent strikes in Harlem, beginning in November of 1963, brought attention to the problems—broken windows, crumbling ceilings, roaches, intermittent heat and water, and in the words of one tenant back then, “rats so big they can open up your refrigerator without you”—but didn’t necessarily alleviate them.


Poverty was endemic, unemployment was double that of the rest of the city, and the schools were awful. Around the time that Keenen and his older brother Dwayne were in elementary school, more than three-quarters of Harlem students tested below grade level in reading and math. In 1964, Harlem residents protested by staging two separate school boycotts in which more than 90 percent of students participated.


The racial undertones to Harlem’s problems were undeniable, and also a pretty accurate reflection of the state of affairs nationwide. The country often seemed as if it were being ripped apart along color lines. In June of 1963, hours after John F. Kennedy had proposed the Civil Rights Act on national television, NAACP activist Medgar Evers was gunned down in Jackson, Mississippi, by a member of the White Citizens’ Council. Three months later—and just a couple of weeks after Martin Luther King Jr. led the March on Washington—a Ku Klux Klan–planted bomb ripped through the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, killing four young black girls. Nine weeks later, John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas.


In Harlem, the gravely substandard living conditions and the rising tide of radical politics created a potent brew. In the summer of 1964—two weeks after new president Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law—that brew boiled over, when a fifteen-year-old black teenager was shot and killed by a white NYPD officer in front of about a dozen witnesses. Six days of angry rioting consumed Harlem, with protestors looting stores and attacking police officers with bricks, bottles, and Molotov cocktails, and the cops responding first with batons, tear gas, and hoses, and then, later, with live ammunition. The chaos eventually spread to Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn and kicked off a summer of rage that ignited similar uprisings across the river in Jersey City, Paterson, and Elizabeth, New Jersey, and even farther afield in Philadelphia, Chicago, and Rochester. Race riots became an enduring feature of urban strife in the sixties, as violent demonstrations shook Watts, Cleveland, Omaha, Newark, Detroit, Minneapolis, Chicago, Washington, D.C., and Baltimore before the decade was out. When all was said and done in Harlem that summer of 1964, one protestor was dead, more than five hundred had been injured, nearly another five hundred had been arrested, and there was close to a million dollars in property damage.


Clearly, the Wayanses picked a good time to get the hell out.
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The Fulton Houses were a step up for the Wayans family. In contrast to the popular image that the phrase “public housing projects” sometimes conjures, these particular projects were a relatively safe, family-oriented community. Most of the kids attended the same elementary school, PS 11, or junior high, IS 70, and after a few years, many of the families knew each other.


Although the Wayanses were a large family, in a community heavily populated with Irish, Puerto Rican, and African-American families, that didn’t necessarily distinguish them. The Fulton Houses were overflowing with children and had been built with them in mind. In the courtyard between the Wayans family’s building and the one next door there was a small playground with cement turtles and whales, where younger kids would chase each other, and older ones might play “spin the bottle.” In a covered area near the playground and the building’s front door was a spot for four square and hopscotch. A block north on 17th was Kelly Park, and a block past that, between 18th and 19th, a basketball court.


The Wayanses’ apartment was brand new, and although the four-bedroom unit was cramped for a family that would grow to twelve members by the early seventies, they learned how to use every inch of it. Rooms were crowded with beds—Shawn and Marlon slept head to toe in the same bed for nearly sixteen years—and the two bathrooms were hardly ever empty. Howell seemed to nearly always be occupying one of them; it was his personal refuge from the everyday insanity of the crowded apartment. If any of his children wanted to find a similar serenity, the best option was a closet.


“Each room had a closet,” Keenen recalled. “The closet was like our office. We could go there for privacy. At dinner, my mother would count us, and if one was missing she’d go into the closet and see who’d fallen asleep.”


Poverty was pretty much the norm throughout the Fulton Houses, but the Wayanses, according to Keenen, were “the poorest of the poor.” Breakfast was often puffed rice, bought in bulk. Lunch might be grilled cheese sandwiches with, as Shawn described it, “government cheese where the cheese don’t melt.” Dinner was, occasionally, nonexistent.


As Damon wrote in his book of comic essays, Bootleg, “My mother would look at us and say, ‘Look, babies, there ain’t no food in the house. We’re having sleep for dinner. Now brush your teeth and get ready for bed. Keenen, you make sure everyone gets a little extra toothpaste tonight.’ ”


There was a phone in the apartment, but it was often disconnected because the family couldn’t pay the bill, so anyone who wanted to make or receive a call would have to use the pay phone on the corner across the street. Despite the struggles, the family never went on welfare. Elvira was a proud, resourceful woman and wouldn’t think of it.


Their financial problems weren’t a result of laziness or apathy, just math. Keenen and his siblings worked from a young age—collecting bottles, shining shoes, delivering groceries—and their father always worked too. There were just too many kids and too little money. For a time, Howell worked as a supermarket manager, as a sales representative for Guinness/Harp, and for Drake’s Cakes, but eventually, he quit to go into business for himself.


“My dad wanted to be his own man and have his own business,” Keenen said.


What that meant in practice was he would go to the post office and buy whatever surplus items hadn’t been picked up—condoms, hair beads, sunglasses, costume jewelry, whatever—and sell them. On occasion, he’d enlist his children to hawk the items door to door. Neighbors referred to the family as the “Haneys,” after the junk merchants on the then popular television comedy Green Acres. It wasn’t exactly a gold mine. As Marlon put it, “My dad had a job at Drake’s Cakes and made good money. Then he decided he didn’t want to work for the Man. My mother was like, ‘You stupid asshole—work for the Man! He gives you benefits!’ ”


Elvira, who sometimes went by Vi, had been a singer in her youth—she and her sisters sang as “the Green Sisters,” and even performed at the Apollo once—and then became a social worker. As the family grew, raising the kids became a full-time job and then some. Many say she was the funniest one in the whole family—but only when she was angry. Nothing could make her angry as reliably as her husband.


Marlon recalled, “My dad would annoy the shit out of my mother and she’d curse him out. When my mom cursed my dad out, she was like Richard Pryor with titties. I thought his name was Motherfucker until I was nineteen.” They argued about money, about religion—he was a Jehovah’s Witness, she was not—about pretty much anything. She used to mock Howell’s inability to grow a mustache by calling him “Horse Lip.”


“We got to watch the best buddy comedy ever,” Marlon said. “Fuck Tom and Jerry. Fuck Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny. We got to watch Elvira and Howell.”


Shawn and Marlon, in particular, delighted in riling their mother up. Keenen recalled a time when his youngest brothers found a bell that sounded just like their telephone. The two hid under their mother’s bed, repeatedly ringing the bell. Their mother came running in from the kitchen to answer the phone, over and over, only to pick it up and hear a dial tone. Eventually, she was convinced it was a woman calling her husband and hanging up, which set off the expletive-laced verbal tirade they were hoping for all along. Getting mad and getting laughs were inextricably linked in the Wayans household.


But it wasn’t all fun and games. Howell was a strict, hardworking man. According to Marlon, he started his day at three in the morning. “I used to watch my dad wake up, put his hand on his head, read his Bible for a little while, look up to the sky, take a deep breath, and go, ‘How the fuck am I going to feed these ten motherfuckers today?’ He’d somehow magically go out and bring dinner home.” Besides work, he also went door to door as a Jehovah’s Witness. “This is where he gets his work ethic,” Marlon said. “He got so many doors slammed in his face.”


He tried to impose the same discipline on his children. The kids were supposed to be up at five every morning and back in the apartment before the streetlights came on at night. “We had to be accounted for, and if we weren’t, we were going to answer to an ass-whipping,” said Marlon.


In fact, ass-whippings became occasions for public amusement in the household.


“If you were getting a whipping from my father, there would be five of us in the room laughing about how you were getting hit,” Damon said.


The siblings reacted in different ways to their father’s restrictive rules. Kim was a proverbial “good girl” who fell in line, worked hard, got good grades. Keenen didn’t rock the boat either.


“I never rebelled, I just developed a plan,” he said. “One of my favorite kid stories was ‘The Tortoise and the Hare.’ I really related to the tortoise. I never looked for immediate results. I always paced things.” So Keenen got jobs. Took on more responsibility. Made himself indispensable.


Dwayne and Damon revolted. Damon remembered a night when Dwayne decided that the nighttime curfew was bullshit. He was going out whether his father liked it or not. Howell guarded the door, armed with a belt, and challenged Dwayne, “You want to go outside, you gotta go through me.” The other siblings watched the confrontation with nervous, if somewhat gleeful, anticipation.


“My brother took my father, body-slammed him, and went outside,” Damon said. “We followed him.”
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Being home by early evening introduced most of the Wayans siblings to their first comedy workshop: the dinner table. It was a raucous, ruthless, and unforgiving venue. “Anything that happened that day, that’s what the jokes were about,” said Keenen. “We’d start snappin’ on each other. Everybody had a twisted sense of humor. We cracked jokes about your most painful experiences.”


Damon remembered a game he and his siblings called, “Make Me Laugh or Die.” “Everybody would sit down and then one of us would have to get up and make everybody laugh,” he said. They’d do impressions, funny dances, sketches. “You couldn’t just make one laugh—you had to make everyone laugh at the same time, in unison. If you didn’t, we all thought about what your ‘die’ is. We’d pick something like ‘You’ve got to go drink Daddy’s last beer in front of him.’ ‘Go fart in Mama’s face.’ ”


The idea was to forestall laughing as long as possible, to not laugh so as to make your sibling have to endure the “Die” task. (Years later, Keenen’s stinginess with laughs became well known among In Living Color writers and cast members. Even when he liked something, he was far more apt to offer a straight-faced “That’s funny” than to actually break.)


Clowning around aside, the close quarters in the apartment created, at times, an almost uncomfortably intimate relationship between siblings. There were no private conversations. If you took too long in the bathroom, everyone knew about it. If someone had a date, everyone had an opinion. When Keenen lost his virginity, he did so with Shawn and Marlon watching.


“I was babysitting,” Keenen said. “I thought, ‘This is the perfect time. I’m gonna have my girl come over.’ ” But every time he’d look over his shoulder, he’d see his two brothers in the doorway of his room, quickly scampering down the hallway.


On the not infrequent occasions when friction between brothers boiled over into an actual fistfight, their mother insisted they make up with a kiss.


“My mother used to make us kiss on the mouth,” said Damon. This went on until the boys were well into their teenage years. “We left home because we didn’t want to kiss each other on the mouth,” he joked.
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Growing up, Damon and Keenen were very close but very different from each other. Damon was born with a clubfoot—a birth defect where a foot is bent inward at an acute angle—and underwent several surgeries and wore corrective shoes as a child. As a result, his mother showered him with extra attention, which didn’t exactly endear him to Keenen and Dwayne.


“Dwayne hated me,” Damon said. “He used to beat me up. When my mother made him babysit, he’d hang me on the door hook. If I tried to get down, he’d hit me.”


The orthopedic shoes also meant that Damon walked with a severe limp—he later joked that his “crip walk” made people in the neighborhood think he was in a gang—and wasn’t allowed to play sports. In gym class, he sat on the side, lest his special shoes scuff up the gym floor. “That’s where the comedy started,” Damon told the St. Louis Dispatch in 1990, “from me heckling the kids that were playing.”


He also became a target for abuse. As a defense mechanism, he developed a sharp, unforgiving sense of humor. When kids would play “the dozens” on the playground, snapping each other with “Yo Mama” jokes and the like, nobody wanted to play with Damon, who channeled his insecurities into his verbal jousts. “They knew they couldn’t talk about my shoe. If they did, it’d turn ugly and the game was over.”


Damon got in lots of fights, even though he didn’t like and wasn’t particularly good at fighting. It didn’t help that he was a small kid well into his teens. While Keenen grew to over six feet tall by sixteen, Damon was under five feet past his fourteenth birthday.


“The doctors thought he was going to be a midget,” Keenen said. “He was literally my little brother. I looked after him and he looked up to me.”


Damon’s height and his physical disabilities seemed to create a certain neediness in him. “All I really wanted was to be accepted and not talked about,” he said. As he grew into a teenager, he hung around some rough dudes, smoked a lot of weed, dabbled in petty crime, and eventually dropped out of school during tenth grade. “I never had any goals,” he said. “I just wanted to survive.”


For the Wayans kids, fistfights were a pretty regular feature of life in Chelsea. As Keenen pointed out, the Fulton Houses were “one of the first integrated projects in Manhattan, and the racial tension was unbelievable.” Unbelievable but not unusual. This was the late sixties and early seventies, when the nightly news was cataloguing landmarks and setbacks on the road to racial harmony on a near-daily basis: Congress passes the Voting Rights Act; the Supreme Court strikes down laws against miscegenation and welcomes its first African-American justice, Thurgood Marshall; Martin Luther King is assassinated in Memphis; Black Panther leader Fred Hampton is murdered by law enforcement officers as he sleeps; and two New York City cops are gunned down on an East Village sidewalk by members of the Black Liberation Army. It was like Newton’s Third Law, with bullets: For every action, there was an equal and opposite reaction. Progress and regress. A vicious cycle.


The Fulton Houses were certainly subject to these larger forces. In his younger years, Keenen said, the epithet “nigger” was thrown pretty freely at him by white residents. “Every time I’d go outside someone would call me a nigger,” he said. On one occasion, after some older kids on the corner had shouted, “Get out of here, li’l nigger!” at him, he came home upset. His mother offered some peculiar advice for her young son.


“You go back out there and if they call you ‘nigger’ again, you tell them to call you ‘Mr. Nigger’!” she told him. Keenen returned to the corner emboldened with a sense of righteous purpose. When the same teenagers spotted him, one called out, “I thought I told you to get out of here, you little nigger!” Keenen puffed his chest out and followed his mom’s counsel. His tormentors went silent for a second then burst into laughs. Then came the rejiggered fusillade of racial slurs: “Mr. Nigger,” “Dr. Jungle Bunny,” “Professor Coon.” It was an early lesson in the absurdities of racism. “I’m just like, ‘I guess Mom’s thing didn’t work,’ ” he said, laughing about it, many years later.


More commonly, problems between Puerto Rican, Irish, and African-American kids in the Fulton Houses were settled with fists.


“You had three of the toughest groups who had never interrelated to each other at all put into this eight-square-block housing development,” Keenen said. “Everybody came with their issues and baggage and resentments. It was hell. You walked out the door, you fought.”


As Damon recalled, their mother counseled that there was safety in numbers. “There’s no reason why we should lose a fight,” she told them. “There’s ten of you against one, and if you ain’t helping your brother, then I’m beating your ass.”


If one Wayans was in a fight, they were all there, even the girls. Keenen recalled a long-running feud with another family, the Andersons. “Damon got into a fight with the youngest. He went and got his brother. Soon, I was fighting with the middle kid. Then Dwayne was fighting with the older brother. It went on for four years after school.”


By the time Shawn and Marlon were growing up, a lot of the racial animosity in the projects had subsided, but Marlon, like Damon before him, had a mouth and an audacity that belied his slight frame.


“I would always find the biggest dude, then ‘pop,’ one punch and turn around and go ‘Shaaaaaawn!’ ” At which point, Shawn and other family members would join the fray. “My sister would kick him, my nephew would bite him,” Marlon recalled. “It was like fighting an octopus. Everybody would jump in.”


Which is not to say that they won every fight. In his book, Bootleg, Damon recalled watching Keenen getting beat up by a white kid as “the worst day of my life.” From a young age, Keenen had studied and practiced karate—or “the arts,” as he sometimes called it back then. He took it all very seriously, and for a spell had taken to wearing Chinese slippers. When Damon heard a white kid making fun of said slippers, he dutifully reported the transgression back to Keenen.


“I told Keenen that he had to defend his karate shoes. I figured it was a win-win situation and I’d enjoy seeing Keenen beat on the white boy.”


Neighborhood kids gathered around Keenen and his slipper-slandering aggressor for the showdown. Then Keenen started to take off his shirt—standard prefight procedure for black kids in the Fulton Projects at the time, according to Damon—“when this white boy just hauled off and started whuppin’ his ass,” Damon recalled. “It looked like one of those hockey fights. Keenen couldn’t even get one punch off ’cause his arms were stuck in his shirt. I wanted to help out, but I was in such shock because it all happened so fast. Before I knew it, Keenen was lying on the ground in a bloody pulp with his shirt still pulled over his head, crying.”


But like soldiers who’d defended each other side by side on a battlefield, all the fighting, and just surviving, day to day, in the face of poverty, racism, kids making fun of your slippers, and a mom who insisted you kiss your brothers on the mouth had an impact. “It bonded us more than any typical family,” Keenen said.
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“Keenen Was Always the Pioneer”


When Keenen was young, his mother sometimes snuck into his bedroom late at night and woke him up. “That little skinny boy is on TV,” she’d whisper. That’s what she called Richard Pryor. That little skinny boy. She didn’t know his name but knew her son loved him. Every time Pryor was on television, clowning with Ed Sullivan or Merv Griffin or Johnny Carson or Dinah Shore, Keenen scrambled to watch. (Unlike his wife, Howell didn’t really support his children’s burgeoning yen for comedy the same way. He dished out spankings when he found his kids listening to Pryor and Redd Foxx albums. “He’d beat us, but we’d take the beating,” Damon said. “That’s how funny Pryor was.”)


The decade in which Keenen and his siblings were falling for Pryor was an artistically tumultuous one for the pioneering comedian. He had grown up in abject poverty in Peoria, Illinois, living for many years in a brothel where his mother serviced clients and his grandmother was the madam. During his early forays into comedy, Pryor presented himself as “Richie Pryor,” a somewhat goofy peddler of largely inoffensive observational humor and physical comedy. His act was solid—he performed on television, he booked lucrative shows in Vegas—it just wasn’t him. Similarities to Bill Cosby, who, by that time, was already white America’s favorite black comedian, were noted by many, including Cosby himself.


As the now infamous legend goes, Pryor had a cathartic onstage breakdown at the Aladdin in Las Vegas in September 1967: He looked out at the almost exclusively white crowd, which included Dean Martin, then muttered to himself, “What the fuck am I doing here?” and walked off to find the real “Richard Pryor”—the one who’d draw from the wellspring of his harrowing childhood and deliver knife-edged jokes that assaulted America’s racial fault lines.


The truth is more nuanced. Signs of Pryor’s growing disenchantment with his act (and himself) were evident long before his shows at the Aladdin. At a gig opening for singer Trini López, Pryor lay on the floor and delivered his entire set facing the club’s ceiling, ignoring the crowd. At the Cafe Wha?, in New York, he attacked a heckler with a plastic fork. As Scott Saul describes in his book Becoming Richard Pryor, the incident at the Aladdin hotel was actually two separate incidents that occurred over the course of about ten days. On opening night, seven minutes into his set, Pryor did, in fact, walk offstage, get in his car, and drive to Los Angeles. In his own memoir, Pryor writes, “I didn’t know who Richard Pryor was. And in that flash of introspection when I was unable to find an answer, I crashed.” But after a brief sojourn in Los Angeles, Pryor returned to the Aladdin to fulfill his contract. He was eventually fired for repeatedly cursing onstage.


While the incidents are now seen as the turning point in Pryor’s career, the transformation was far from immediate. He continued appearing on staid television programs and even performing in Vegas before he stepped off the showbiz hamster wheel and moved to a small one-room apartment in Berkeley, California, in 1971. There, he began hanging around black bohemian intellectuals like Claude Brown and Ishmael Reed, and militant Black Panther leaders such as Huey P. Newton and Eldridge Cleaver. Awash in the city’s countercultural vibe, the writings of Malcolm X, and the music of Miles Davis and Marvin Gaye, Pryor deconstructed his own act then put it back together anew. When he re-emerged, a comedy revolution was set in motion.


That revolution was foundational for Keenen, as well as for his siblings, but it was only a part of his early comedy education. As a kid, Keenen watched Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show nearly every night, sometimes sitting in his grandfather’s lap. He was also a big fan of The Carol Burnett Show, Laugh-In, The Jackie Gleason Show, and I Love Lucy, all of which, in their own ways, would exert a substantive influence on In Living Color.


During the sixties, when Keenen, Kim, and Damon were first discovering comedy, television was mostly a wasteland for black comics—or African-Americans in general. After the cancellation of The Amos ’n Andy Show in 1953, under pressure from the NAACP, who felt—not without cause—that the show reinforced negative stereotypes of black people, African-American comedy pretty much disappeared from television for more than a decade. In 1965, Cosby briefly interrupted that streak, first with a starring role for three years on I Spy, then in 1969 with his early sitcom The Bill Cosby Show, but it wasn’t really until 1970, beginning with the debut of Flip, the successful, hour-long comedy-variety show hosted by comedian Flip Wilson, that the prevailing winds shifted.


Wilson, while not the comedy insurrectionist Pryor was, was nonetheless revolutionary in his own way. He spurned a million-dollar check up front from NBC and insisted instead on ownership of his own show. His faith in himself paid off handsomely: The show was a massive hit, and once Wilson walked away from it in 1974, he was able to retire and retreat from public view. Keenen may not have been hip to the financial backstory behind Wilson’s deal—after all, he was twelve when Flip debuted—but he was an avowed fan.


Flip’s success prepped the ground for a slow trickle of black sitcoms. First, in 1972, was Sanford and Son, starring Redd Foxx as a junkshop owner; two years later came Good Times, featuring a young comic named Jimmie Walker, which focused on an African-American family struggling to make ends meet in the notorious Cabrini-Green housing projects in Chicago; a year after that, The Jeffersons spun off from the gleefully controversial sitcom All in the Family. Each of these shows, though, was the product of the same white executive producer, Norman Lear.


Opportunities for black actors in mainstream Hollywood movies during this period were scant. But by the early seventies, a parallel film industry sprung up of low-budget so-called blaxploitation films. Coming at the tail end of the civil rights era, films like Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, Shaft, Superfly, Cotton Comes to Harlem, The Mack, and Three the Hard Way presented the world through a distinctly racial lens: black heroes unapologetically fighting the white establishment. These films were, for better and worse, a product of their times. The earnest hopes of the sixties had begun to curdle into something harder, angrier. Martin and Malcolm were both dead by assassins’ bullets, but in the Panthers, the Black Liberation Army, and other advocates preaching “Black Power,” it seemed that Malcolm’s vision—as well as that of Huey Newton, H. Rap Brown, and Angela Davis—was the one that was ascendant.


Blaxploitation wasn’t bound by any single genre but was nearly always soaked in gratuitous sex and violence. The point wasn’t realism, necessarily, but that the extremes portrayed in these films—a hyper-violent, two-tiered world, divided by color, with venal, greedy white men pulling the levers of power—certainly felt real for much of black America. The belief that the right black hero, through a combination of strength, smarts, sex appeal, and general badass-ery could, at least momentarily, tilt these otherwise weighted scales in their own direction was understandably appealing. The films spawned a generation of stars including Richard Roundtree, Rudy Ray Moore, Fred Williamson, Bernie Casey, Jim Brown, and Pam Grier, and gave black comics like Pryor, Cosby, Foxx, Wilson, and Godfrey Cambridge some of their first film roles. However, by the late seventies, civil rights groups—the NAACP, the Urban League, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, among others—were concerned that blaxploitation traded on old, backward stereotypes (which, to be fair, it often did) and helped stop the movement dead.


Keenen saw a lot of these films as a teenager and in his twenties. Years later, he lamented their disappearance. “It caused a lot of really talented people to lose work and slighted a lot of great accomplishments made in that time period. Politics came into play because we were very sensitive to how we wanted to be seen on-screen. We had fought so hard in terms of civil rights—people were sensitive about anything which seemed to undermine that even remotely.” He would not only absorb a love and appreciation for these films but also note the lessons behind their downfall.


Keenen was drawn more instinctively to comedy than drama. He has cited his introduction to Pryor as the moment he first wanted to be a comedian, but much like Pryor’s own awakening, it was almost certainly a more gradual process. Once, during a family gathering, back when the Wayanses were still living in Harlem, Keenen put on his father’s clothes and staggered around with a wine bottle, pretending to be a drunk. As he told an interviewer in 2013, that was the first time he remembered getting an adult laugh. “I was hooked after that.” After the family moved to Chelsea, he’d sometimes sit in the relative quiet of his bedroom closet and “dream about being a comedian.” But for a long time, he kept his showbiz dreams a closely guarded secret.


When it came time for high school, those performer inclinations began sneaking to the surface. Keenen ventured out of the neighborhood to Seward Park, a high school on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The school was housed in a large, seven-story, block-long monolith built in 1929. In the late sixties, future Angela’s Ashes author Frank McCourt began working as an English teacher there. In his book Teacher Man, McCourt paints a picture of Seward Park as an overcrowded, chaotic melting pot of mostly black, Latino, and Asian kids. Kevin Bright, who later produced the In Living Color pilot (and, more famously, Friends), graduated from Seward Park three years before Keenen and describes it as “the New York City public high school you got lumped into if you weren’t smart enough to get in a specialized high school like Stuyvesant or Bronx High School of Science.” Bright recalled a shootout in the cafeteria between Asian gang members during his time there.


A generation earlier, the school had churned out a pretty impressive roster of future actors and actresses, including Tony Curtis, Estelle Getty, Zero Mostel, Walter Matthau, and Jerry Stiller. But Keenen never took a drama class, never auditioned for a school play. “I didn’t know anything about performing or show business,” Keenen said. “I was just a guy that when my friends would get high, they’d come get me to make them laugh.” He crafted jokes and characters for his friends. Around them, Keenen could relax and turn on the charm, but being the center of attention didn’t come naturally. “People who knew me would say, ‘I never thought this guy would be a comedian.’ Most people I went to high school with didn’t have any idea. In big groups, I was always very shy and quiet.”


Similarly, Damon, who attended a different high school, Murry Bergtraum, showed little interest in drama programs. It was their younger sister Kim, who also went to Seward Park, who was the family’s resident performer.


“I came out of the womb, got smacked on the butt, and said, ‘I’m going to be an actress,’ ” Kim said. “As far back as I can remember, I always knew what I was going to do.”


Kim was the one putting on shows in the living room, dressed in her mom’s hats and wigs. She was a fixture in every school musical, every community play, and every children’s dance recital in lower Manhattan. She was constantly hanging around the Hudson Guild, a community center several blocks north of the Fulton Houses that offered art and drama classes, and put on local productions. As Keenen recalled, “Where I had this secret dream to be in show business, Kim had this desperate dream.”


Because of the family’s financial hardships, Kim often couldn’t afford the appropriate accoutrements for all of her extracurricular activities, so she’d improvise. When one production required angel wings and tap shoes, Kim and Vi fashioned a wire hanger and some old curtains into the former, and fastened bottle tops to the bottoms of her shoes to take care of the latter.


“We go to the play,” Keenen recalled, laughing, years later, “and she is literally skidding across the floor, banging into everybody because she has no grip on the bottoms of these shoes.” Episodes such as these would inspire one of Kim’s most memorable characters on In Living Color, the ferociously ambitious but equally untalented child actor, Lil’ Magic.


“I was Lil’ Magic,” Kim says. “I was such a little desperado. I was ruining dance recitals across Manhattan because I never could afford the costume, but I’d just show up. Much to the amazement and chagrin of the dance instructor. She couldn’t get rid of me.”


Keenen and Damon’s performances back then were less formal. As early as eleven and thirteen, Damon and Keenen often clowned around for the amusement of family and friends, pretending to be Wiz and Juju, two streetwise kids always trying to pull some sort of scam. Wiz and Juju would one day morph into Wiz and Ice, the two hustlers featured in one of In Living Color’s most enduring series of sketches, “The Homeboy Shopping Network.”


At the movies, Keenen and Damon often lapsed into Dickie and Donald Davis, two gay brothers, an early template for Antoine Merriweather and Blaine Edwards, the two flamboyant, effeminate film critics played by Damon and David Alan Grier on In Living Color’s “Men on Film.” On occasion, Keenen and Damon took a version of these characters out into the neighborhood.


“Me and Keenen used to walk around the Village as a gay couple,” Damon says. “Sometimes I’d walk up to other guys who were with guys and go, ‘You left your robe and toothpaste at my house,’ slap him, and just take off running. That just was something we did to humor ourselves.”


Although it’s perhaps not the most flattering anecdote, it’s worth putting it into some context. The Wayanses grew up less than a mile—a fifteen-minute walk—from the Stonewall Inn, the West Village gay bar that became ground zero for the modern gay rights movement in late June of 1969, when patrons rioted to protest repeated police raids. The event cemented Greenwich Village, particularly the West Village, as one of the main hubs of gay life in America. In the seventies, the gay population in the Village began moving north into Chelsea, lured by cheaper housing costs, beginning a massive gentrification of the neighborhood surrounding the Fulton Houses. For teenagers like Keenen and Damon, this manifested itself as the relatively sudden emergence of a previously closeted but now highly visible gay culture. To them, it was all very different, and different was just funny.


“It was a time when it wasn’t really acceptable to be gay,” says Damon. “But the West Village was super-gay.”
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Keenen’s role within the family was often more fatherly than brotherly. Although Dwayne was older, Dwayne had an air of unreliability around him. Some who knew him have surmised he may have suffered from schizophrenia or autism, and he eventually developed a serious drug habit, and died in 2000. Keenen, on the other hand, was solid. He didn’t really drink, didn’t do drugs, and was a good student at Seward Park—at least until he took a job at McDonald’s to help support the family. As he put in more and more hours slinging fast food—he eventually became a manager there—his grades slipped from As to Cs. But, as often as not, it was Keenen who was buying Marlon and Shawn pizza for dinner, or ice cream after school, or a new bike around Christmastime. It was Keenen who took them to get their immunization shots. It was Keenen they turned to with questions about school, about sex, about anything. It was a family dynamic that stuck.


As Keenen got older and took on more responsibility, the rules around the house loosened. He certainly didn’t have to be home at six in the evening if he was working a late shift. During summer nights, he’d sometimes venture out to parks and parties beyond the neighborhood, to Harlem or the Bronx. New York City in the seventies is often painted as a dimly romantic tableau of crime, blackouts, and urban decay—and it’s worth mentioning that the elevated West Side Highway did collapse in 1973, just a few blocks from the Wayanses’ apartment—but that’s not all Keenen found in the streets beyond Chelsea.


“When I was a teenager, I used to go to parties in parks where people were just out there DJing,” Keenen says. Hip-hop was being born in those parks and in basements and in local rec centers, by guys like DJ Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, Busy Bee, Melle Mel, and Lovebug Starski. “I used to go and hear guys like Starski and Busy Bee. That’s what we did in the summer.”


Despite Kennen’s plummeting grades and his general indifference toward the idea of college, an uncle convinced him to apply for a United Negro College Fund scholarship, which he won. After taking time off, in June of 1976 he left for Tuskegee Institute, a historically black school in Alabama, and became the first in his family to go to college. At the time, he’d only been outside the New York area once, to visit his grandmother in South Carolina.


“I can’t explain the feelings of pride we had for him,” Kim said. “Keenen was always the pioneer. The day he left, we gave him a huge duffel bag full of care packages and letters telling him how proud we were. We thought he was some kind of king.” As he rode away from the Fulton Houses in a taxi, his siblings trailed behind him, running after the cab until they could no longer keep up.
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“This Is the Place”


Tuskegee, Alabama, was a stark change from Manhattan’s West Side. A small city of about ten thousand people in the green hills of eastern Alabama, Tuskegee had already played an outsized role in African-American history by the time Keenen arrived in 1976. The college, founded in 1881 by Booker T. Washington, was the site of pioneering agricultural research by George Washington Carver, who taught there for forty-seven years. During World War II, it was home to the training facility for the Tuskegee Airmen, the first squadron of black fighter pilots in the nation’s history. Invisible Man author Ralph Ellison attended in the thirties, Malcolm X’s future wife Betty Shabazz did the same in the early fifties, and civil rights icon Rosa Parks was born in the city.


Tuskegee’s recent history was grimmer, though. In 1966, civil rights organizer Sammy Younge Jr., a Tuskegee native and a student at the college, was shot in the back of the head by a white gas station attendant after an argument about using a “whites only” bathroom. Younge, a Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee member who’d marched from Selma to Montgomery in 1965, and had been beaten and arrested while trying to register voters and integrate businesses, became the first black college student murdered during the Civil Rights Movement. His murderer was acquitted by an all-white jury, sparking angry demonstrations around the city.


In 1972, the Associated Press broke the story of a forty-year-long medical study at Tuskegee conducted by the U.S. Public Health Service, tracking black men with syphilis. The research, intended to follow the natural progression of the disease if untreated, represents perhaps the most egregious ethical transgression in the history of public health in this country: Participants in the study were never told of their diagnosis or offered treatment, despite the fact that by 1947, penicillin had become a common and effective medication for the disease. More than one hundred study participants died, forty of their wives were infected, and nineteen passed the disease on to their children. The study contributed to a high and enduring level of mistrust that African-Americans, particularly in the rural South, had for both the medical community and the federal government.


All that notwithstanding, Keenen described his time in Tuskegee as a “vacation.” He was studying to be an engineer, and although he got good grades, that’s not necessarily where his focus was. (“God help the person who drove across any bridge I designed,” he said.) Most of what he was learning in Tuskegee wasn’t coming out of books.


“Being in a city that was predominantly black, I knew for the first time in my life what white people feel every day—that is, what it’s like to be in the majority,” he said. “You have no blinders on because you look around and the mayor is black, the police chief is black, and the janitor is black. You can take your pick: You can be anyone.” Although the city’s population had been majority African-American for a long time, it took a 1960 U.S. Supreme Court ruling to wrest power away from the dwindling white population, who had gerrymandered the city’s borders to disenfranchise black residents.


There weren’t many Tuskegee students from New York City or who’d even been there, so Keenen found himself to be something of an exotic creature on campus. He’d frequently entertain friends with tales of the Big Apple, and slip into impressions of neighborhood characters. One day, one of the few other New Yorkers at the school, an upperclassman, approached Keenen with a little advice.


“Hey, when you go home you should check out the Improv.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s a comedy club. Richard Pryor started there.”


On his next trip back home, he looked in the phone book, and found that the club was all of a twenty-minute walk up Ninth Avenue from the Fulton Houses. “The irony was it took me going two thousand miles away to find out about a club that was one mile from my house.”
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Budd Friedman opened the Improvisation in 1963 in a space on the corner of West 44th and Ninth formerly occupied by a Vietnamese restaurant. It was on the rather run-down edge of the theater district, next to Dykes Lumber yard. It’s signature redbrick wall behind the stage wasn’t an aesthetic choice: When Friedman yanked out the mirrors and wall panels as he readied the club to open, there was the redbrick wall. Hiring someone to put up drywall wasn’t in the budget, so the brick stayed.


The place wasn’t much to look at, a few rows of tables, wooden chairs, a barely elevated stage, and a small bar. At first, the Improv was mainly a late-night hangout for Broadway performers such as Liza Minnelli and Bette Midler who occasionally got up on the microphone to sing. By the midsixties, comedians had begun to infiltrate. Robert Klein, Lily Tomlin, Dick Cavett, Rodney Dangerfield, George Carlin, and yes, a young Richie Pryor, among others, came there to drink and work out routines between musical acts. Friedman auditioned performers onstage and cobbled together each night’s lineup based on who was hanging around. No one got paid. The trade-off was simple: Comics got to try out material in front of an audience that might sometimes include agents, managers, and television bookers; Friedman got free entertainment. Danny Aiello, who’d recently lost his job working for Greyhound, worked as a bouncer at the door for $190 a week.


By the early seventies, the Improv had, somewhat accidentally, become the nation’s first comedy club. As the place grew in stature, more and more comedians hung around the bar, waiting for a chance to go on. Comics such as Richard Lewis, Andy Kaufman, Freddie Prinze, Jimmie Walker, Jay Leno, and Elayne Boosler became regulars, and Pryor filmed his first concert film, Live and Smokin’, at the club in 1971. The following year, another comedy club, Catch a Rising Star, opened on the Upper East Side, which both ended the Improv’s monopoly on the local comedy scene and validated its existence. By 1975, a third club, the Comic Strip, had opened a few blocks from Catch.


By the time Keenen arrived at the Improv in the late seventies, Friedman had opened a second Improv, in California, and had largely left the day-to-day management of the original club to a young former comic named Chris Albrecht and his assistant, Judy Orbach. Years later, Keenen described his first visit to the New York Improv as something like the culmination of a spiritual pilgrimage.


“I walk in the door and there’s all these black-and-white photos of all these great comedians up on the wall,” he said. “I was just like, ‘Wow. This is the place.’ I didn’t even see the [main] room. It wasn’t until you actually get past the door and go in the room that you go, ‘This place is a shithole.’ ”


Regular spots at the club were highly coveted, and the gauntlet a comic had to pass through was intimidating. It typically started on a Sunday: Prospective comics lined up outside the club—sometimes beginning that morning—in hopes of getting a “ticket”—i.e., the right to get onstage that night for five minutes to try to impress the club’s management. Orbach normally started handing out tickets from an ice bucket in the early evening.


“We handed out maybe fifty, and everyone who didn’t get one would come back the following week,” Orbach recalls. Comics who “passed” onstage could start hanging around the club in hopes of getting more stage time; though, particularly for a comic who’d only recently passed, there was no guarantee of that.


“If you were fairly new then you’d come in Tuesday through Thursday and the second show on Friday and Saturday night,” says John DeBellis, a regular during the mid-to-late seventies who later went on to write on Saturday Night Live. “But I was told by Elayne Boosler to come in every night for every show, just in case a regular act didn’t show up. So I’d be there for both shows hoping to get on.”


Albrecht was in his midtwenties then, but he carried himself with an authority beyond his years.


“Everybody liked Chris,” says DeBellis. “He’s really smart and you didn’t feel that crazy ambition from him. He just had a way about him that you could tell he was in charge without ever telling you he’s in charge. And he was amazing with women.”


Keenen was home from Tuskegee on summer break in 1978 the first Sunday he lined up with the other hopefuls. He was there at eight in the morning, and as others began to arrive, he gravitated toward a young black comic who’d moved to New York from Chicago a few years earlier: Robert Townsend. “We were the only two brothers standing in line,” Keenen said.


After waiting around all day, Keenen was blessed with a ticket. When he finally got onstage to do his five minutes, the feeling was surreal. It had been more than a decade since he first got chased home from elementary school and chanced upon Richard Pryor on television. He could always crack his friends up, and had learned to make his siblings laugh—or “die” if he didn’t. He’d spent countless hours sealed in his bedroom closet daydreaming about his future life as a comedian. But until he stepped on that small stage at the Improv, it had all been his secret, safely tucked away. If no one knew, no one would ever know his failure. Once he stepped out in front of that tiny crowd of drunken New Yorkers, the dream wasn’t just his anymore. It was public. It was a declaration of intent. He wasn’t just a funny dude on the corner who could always make his stoned friends laugh. He was an aspiring comedian.


It didn’t go well.


“I bombed terribly,” he said. Yet that didn’t fully encapsulate what happened that night for Keenen. “It was an out-of-body experience. I was standing onstage, but at the same time I was able to see myself. [There] was only about five people in the audience and [there] was . . . scattered laughter. Still, I was looking at myself like, You’re doing it. It was like I’d stepped into my dream—all those years and the feeling was as good as I thought it was going to be. I didn’t care about laughter at that moment because I knew I could do this.”


Keenen didn’t “pass,” but he started hanging out at the Improv every night. He took to studying the comics and their routines with an intensity he’d never brought to his college courses.


“I started to understand how you work a stage and tell a joke,” he said. “Also, me being a kid from the projects, my audience at the Improv was tourists and people from New Jersey—you know, all white. I had to learn to translate my experiences to a different group of people.”


By his third audition, Keenen nailed it. He was officially an Improv regular. Robert Townsend was immediately impressed with his new friend.


“One of his first jokes, he goes, ‘I’m from a family of ten kids. My father had stretch marks,’ ” Townsend says. “Even as a young comedian, Keenen was kind of a master craftsman. He knew instinctively how to set up a punch, deliver the joke, rewrite the structure, make it funnier.”


At the end of the summer of 1978, Keenen returned to Tuskegee, but flush from his experiences at the Improv, his college days were numbered. Now that he knew what he wanted to do with his life, now that he’d had a taste of it, the idea of studying to be an engineer felt like a waste of time and money. Or worse, a mark of personal cowardice. Albrecht had laid it out for him in stark terms before he left: “If you’re serious about this, you need to be here year-round.”


He knew this was going to be a difficult conversation with his parents. They’d always emphasized the importance of education and had beamed when he’d become the first person in the family to go to college a few years earlier. But when he returned home to New York later in the school year, he sat on the dryer in the family’s apartment one evening and explained to his mother he was dropping out. Marlon, then just in elementary school, watched the conversation unfold.


“My mother cursed Keenen out,” he recalled. “My mother said, ‘Boy, a standup comedian? I known you your whole life and you ain’t never said nothing funny. This shit is the funniest thing you ever said! You’re going to be standup comedian? Let me tell you something, boy: You better go out there and get your engineer’s degree and a job with some benefits!’ ”


Howell too tried to reason with Keenen.


“Son, you should finish school. Get the degree so you have something to fall back on.”


“I understand that,” he told his father. “But if I have a cushion that I know I can fall on, I’ll allow myself to fall. If I know there’s nothing but hard concrete, I’m going to do my best to stay standing.” His parents weren’t convinced. “I might as well have said I was going to smoke crack,” Keenen said. “But I knew deep in myself what I wanted to be. I knew I was going to do it.”


[image: Image]


Becoming a regular at the Improv was an accomplishment for a kid who was barely twenty. Unfortunately for Keenen, it wasn’t the kind of accomplishment that came with a steady paycheck. He moved back into his family’s apartment in the Fulton Houses and got a job working the door at the club.


His first actual paying standup gig wasn’t a memorable one, or at least not memorable in the way he would’ve hoped. It had all the hallmarks of a disaster from the outset: He was booked to perform at a racquetball convention.


“It was me, by the juice bar, with a microphone, and racquetball courts all around me,” Keenen recalled. “People came to the juice bar [as] I was trying to do my act. Right at the punch line, the blender would go ‘Eeeeekkkk!’ or the PA would go ‘Court 3 is open.’ ” But even in this debacle, there was a lesson to be learned. “Distraction is the death of comedy. You can have the audience right there, the setup is going great, and just as you get to the punch line, a waitress puts a glass down—clink!—and it dies.”


Eventually more paying gigs materialized, often opening for musicians, at clubs like the Village Gate. The money typically stunk, but Keenen was soaking up the experience like a sponge. The Improv was like a graduate seminar in standup in those days. Larry David, Jerry Seinfeld, Jay Leno, Larry Miller, Robert Wuhl, Joe Piscopo, and Bill Maher were regulars. Guys like Robin Williams and Rodney Dangerfield would stop in to work on material. Sitting in the club, waiting to go on, the conversations were about comedy. Did you see my set last night? That premise was great, but why didn’t the punch line work as well as it should have? Why don’t you try doing it this way? Comics traded standup tips over drinks, recommended movies to each other, analyzed Tonight Show sets, tried out material on each other. When the club closed, the comics would continue the conversation at cheap, all-night eateries like the Green Kitchen or the Market Diner. When they weren’t at the club, they’d get together and play poker or touch football.


Keenen hung around the club often and sometimes played on the Improv’s softball team. (DeBellis’s scouting report: “Really smooth but couldn’t hit.”) He felt very much part of a community.


“There was a great camaraderie in the clubs back then,” Keenen said. “Part of why I think that generation prospered like it did is because we all looked out for each other. If you were a new comic and you did a bit and Jerry Seinfeld had a bit that was similar, he wouldn’t have to say anything. I’d come up and go, ‘Yo, you can’t do that. That’s Jerry’s bit.’ What that did is that forced everyone to be individuals.” Those who didn’t adhere to this code were ostracized. “It was a brotherhood,” he said. “That’s what really helped create my voice.”


Like in any community—particularly one largely populated with wildly insecure, occasionally drug-addled neurotics who measured their self-worth in a combination of belly laughs and career advancements—there were rivalries, jealousies, and fights. But the stakes, relatively speaking, were still low then. The comedy industry was in its infancy. The goal for most of the comics at the Improv was—best case—a shot on The Tonight Show. Other paths forward were just beginning to suggest themselves—Gabe Kaplan, Freddie Prinze, Robin Williams, and Jimmie Walker had all recently graduated from the clubs to network sitcom deals, and Saturday Night Live had also started up in 1975, just a few blocks away—but opportunities were few and far enough between that cutthroat, knife-in-the-back competitiveness was relatively rare. Keenen was well liked and even those who weren’t blown away by his act felt that he had something intangible.


“His standup was okay, but my ex-wife used to say he was the best-looking guy she’s ever seen,” says DeBellis. “He had a huge smile and an infectious laugh. It would draw you in.”


Keenen’s comedy progressed but the cultural gap between him and the mostly white audience sometimes felt unbridgeable. Albrecht, then the club’s manager, was a consistent sounding board and mentor for Keenen, often dispensing pearls of advice before or after a set.


“One night, Chris goes, ‘When you go on, I want you to say I and me. Never say yours and ours,’ ” Keenen said. “ ‘The more specific you are, the funnier you’re going to be.’ ” Keenen made the adjustment and noticed a difference. “I realized that if I were to come on and say, ‘All of our mothers do this,’ then people would sit back and go, ‘Well, I don’t know if my mother does that.’ But if I say, ‘My mother does this,’ then people either go, ‘Yeah, my mother does that too!’ or, ‘Your mom is funny!’ ” With time, Keenen’s comedy became broader, smoother, more inclusive.


The New York comedy scene represented nearly as big a cultural whiplash for Keenen as decamping for Tuskegee had been. There were few black comics, and the ones there tended to congregate around each other. Keenen and Robert Townsend felt an instant kinship. Both had grown up poor—Townsend on Chicago’s West Side—but they were decidedly different people. When Keenen first visited Robert at his apartment in Queens, he could see that immediately.
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